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ARIZONA CARDINALS
As Associated Press sports writer Bob Baum suggested, after a one-week reprieve, the Cardinals are falling toward rock bottom more than ever after a loss to lowly Carolina. 

Now they take their act on national television for a Christmas night encounter with the Cowboys, Arizona's final home game in a miserable season. 

Head coach Ken Whisenhunt echoed his familiar season-long themes on Monday: His team is making too many mistakes and failing to convert on big plays that were there. 

Whisenhunt would not, however, concede that the Cardinals (4-10), losers of eight of their last nine, simply lack talent. 

"I don't necessarily think it is talent as much as it is we have a lot of young guys, new guys," he said, "and there is a transition that we're suffering through." 

Before this year, Whisenhunt had not had a losing regular season since he was hired as coach in 2007. The team went 8-8, 9-7 and 10-6 the past three years -- winning the NFC West the last two. Of course, the 2008 squad went on a postseason run that landed them in the Super Bowl, and last year's squad beat Green Bay in a memorable divisional playoff before being hammered by eventual Super Bowl champion New Orleans. 

Of course, those teams had Kurt Warner and Anquan Boldin, among others. 

But Warner's loss has been felt most. The quarterback situation has been a mess since he retired. 

Rookie John Skelton is the third starting quarterback Whisenhunt has used. The coach said he would stick with Skelton even if Derek Anderson, sidelined with a concussion, is cleared to play. 

Skelton struggled early, throwing his first NFL interception, which led to Carolina's lone touchdown. He also fumbled the ball away and, Whisenhunt said, missed some calls at the line of scrimmage. But he also liked the way Skelton recovered. 

"I think the way he handled himself later in the game is reason to have a lot of optimism about him as a quarterback," the coach said. 

The Cardinals ended a seven-game skid by beating Denver 43-13, and Whisenhunt hoped the success would carry over to Carolina, but it didn't happen. 

Dropped passes continued to be a problem. The Cardinals of recent seasons were among the most sure-handed teams in the NFL, but there were at least five drops on Sunday. 

"I wish I could tell you what it is," Whisenhunt said. "Sometimes you make those and sometimes you don't. This year we haven't been making those plays consistently enough. That's a big part of momentum and confidence with your team. It's obvious that we've had the plays there. 

"We're just not coming down with those plays that we need to." 

Whisenhunt was told that television analysts on CBS covered their eyes and made fun of the matchup between Arizona and what was a one-win Carolina team. 

"That's business in the NFL if you don't play well, you're going to be subject to that. We understand that," the coach said. "Do I like it? No, of course not. Our players don't like it. Like I said before, we have feelings, we have pride, we're working hard to try and do better than what we've done." 

If the Cardinals don't win another game, their 4-12 record would be the team's worst since finishing with the same mark in 2003. 

Whisenhunt was asked if he wished the season was over now. 

"It's been a very painful year for all of us. For our fans, for our players, for our coaches," he said. "We have worked very hard, and to not get results is always very frustrating, but there are a lot of elements -- I'm still encouraged about working with our team. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... Larry Fitzgerald passed the 8,000-yard mark in receiving last week. At 27, he's the second-youngest player to reach that milestone, behind Randy Moss, who was 26 when he did it. Fitzgerald also caught his 600th pass, the youngest receiver in NFL history to reach that mark. 

Fitzgerald, however, has called this his most frustrating season and is trying to avoid finishing 5-11 or worse. That's the worst record the Cardinals have had since drafting him in 2004. "There's another milestone I hit," said Fitzgerald, referring to the team's 10th loss. 

"The worst I've been is (5-11); I just want to win two more ball games. That's my focus at this point. It's been a rough year. ..." 

Receiver Steve Breaston recovered a fumble in the end zone for a touchdown Sunday, giving the Cardinals seven fumble recoveries for touchdowns this year. They have 10 returns for touchdowns this season, a franchise record. ... 

Tim Hightower had another fumble -- the one Breaston recovered in the end zone, but Whisenhunt seemed to be willing to cut the veteran halfback some slack. "That was a tough play. He was scrambling to get something and it was a big hit … it wasn't a strip, the helmet hit the ball and it came out and fortunately [Breaston] was there to pick it up. 

"There wasn't much you could say about it." 

LaRod Stephens-Howling missed the second half after aggravating a strained hamstring. Coaches don't believe it's serious but he will be limited in practice this week. 

The same can't be said for Early Doucet, whose season is over after the Cardinals put him on injured reserve Wednesday with his hip injury. 

It's been a tough year for Doucet, who suffered two similar injuries (he needed surgery to repair a sports hernia) and again couldn't seem to stay on the field. Andre Roberts will take his place, and there is no doubt Stephen Williams will reappear on the radar the last couple of games. Doucet had 26 catches for 291 yards this season, which were still career-highs for the third-year pro. ... 

One last note here. ...According to Arizona Republic staffer Kent Somers, Whisenhunt confirmed that passing game coordinator Mike Miller has been calling some of the team's plays for the past few weeks. Whisenhunt said it's a move that's been planned for some time, but the head coach didn't announce it because he didn't want Miller blamed if the offense continued to struggle. Whisenhunt called plays for the majority of the season and is now dividing those duties with Miller. 

"I call some of the plays," Whisenhunt said. 
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QB: John Skelton, Derek Anderson, Richard Bartel 
RB: Tim Hightower, Beanie Wells, LaRod Stephens-Howling, Jason Wright 
FB: Reagan Maui'a 
WR: Larry Fitzgerald, Steve Breaston, Stephen Williams, Andre Roberts, Max Komar 
TE: Ben Patrick, Stephen Spach, Jim Dray 
PK: Jay Feely 
=========================

=========================
ATLANTA FALCONS
As Atlanta Journal-Constitution beat writer D. Orlando Ledbetter noted on Tuesday, the Falcons are the only team in the NFC that can start making some postseason plans. 

While they don't know who they'll be playing or when, for the second time in three years under head coach Mike Smith they have made the playoffs. 

The Falcons (12-2) can clear up their status with a victory over the New Orleans Saints (10-4) Monday night at the Georgia Dome. 

With a victory against the defending Super Bowl champions, the Falcons can wrap up the NFC South title and the home-field advantage throughout the playoffs. The Falcons defeated the Saints 27-24 in overtime on Sept. 27 in New Orleans. 

After dusting off Seattle 34-18 on Sunday, the Falcons were elated to be the first NFC team to clinch, but know there is more work to be done. 

"It's a great feeling to be relevant at this part of December," running back Jason Snelling said. "That was one of our goals. We are real happy about clinching a playoff berth." 

But the bigger goal -- winning the Vince Lombardi Trophy, which would be a franchise first in 45 years of trying -- remains. 

The Falcons are 19-3 in the Georgia Dome under Smith. Their last home loss came against New Orleans last season. Dating back to last year, they have won seven straight games at home. 

Last season, with Matt Ryan out with a turf toe injury, Chris Redman passed for 303 yards and nearly pulled off the upset last Dec. 13. The Saints won 26-23 to move to 13-0 in their march to the Super Bowl title. 

The Falcons have been invincible at home this season, pounding a few teams and pulling out miracle finishes against San Francisco and Baltimore. 

To enhance the team's home-field edge, Smith a few weeks ago went so far as to ask the notoriously late-arriving Falcons fans to be on time for kickoff. That shouldn't be a problem for the nationally televised Monday night game two days after Christmas. 

In this season's first battle with the Saints, the Falcons were beneficiaries of a missed 29-yard field goal in overtime by Garrett Hartley. 

With new life, the Falcons marched down the field to get into field goal range. Matt Bryant's 46-yard attempt with 1:55 left provided the winning margin. 

Wide receiver Roddy White, who is closing in on the franchise record for most receptions in a season, was held to four catches for 69 yards in the last meeting. He has since become the first Falcon to have more than 100 catches in a season since Eric Metcalf in 1995. 

White, who has 106 catches, needs six more catches to surpass Terance Mathis, who had a team-record 111 catches in 1994. 

"Any time you get the chance to catch 100 balls in this league, I never did that, so I'm really excited about that," White said. "We've just got to keep grinding. We've got two more [games]. We've got to finish the season off strong and get home field throughout the playoffs." 

The Falcons will certainly try to run the ball at the Saints again, especially after Baltimore plowed New Orleans for 208 yards rushing on Sunday. Atlanta rushed for 202 yards in their first meeting. 

"It's the next step," said running back Michael Turner, who had 144 rushing yards in that game. "Each week we have to make another step. This week was just to get in the playoffs. Next week, it's for all of the marbles other than the Super Bowl. It's the next challenge." 

After playing four of their last five games on the road, the Falcons are looking forward to returning to the Georgia Dome. 

"It's going to be a great atmosphere in the Dome," said Ryan, who's 19-1 on his home field. "I think everybody is looking forward to it. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ...Ryan completed 20 of 35 passes for 174 yards, two touchdowns and one interception against the Seahawks. He was 7 of 9 passing on third down in the first half for 68 yards and two touchdowns. He finished with a passer rating of 87.1. 

And while Sunday wasn't one of Turner's bigger games, he powered the ball at the Seahawks' defense 25 times and picked up 82 yards. As the Sports Xchange, notes the Seahawks dropped eight players down in the box including safety Lawyer Milloy. Turner's longest run went for 15 yards. 

Also, Snelling returned to the lineup after missing the past two games. He had four carries for six yards but did catch a touchdown pass. ... 

In fact, Ryan established a new career high when he hit Snelling for a three-yard touchdown on the Falcons' first offensive possession, marking his 23rd scoring strike of the season. Ryan has thrown at least one touchdown pass in 13 straight games this season, which is the third longest streak in team history. 

Tony Gonzalez caught four passes for 26 yards, marking the 12th consecutive season that he has posted 60 or more catches. Gonzalez passed Hall of Fame receiver Jerry Rice, who posted 11 straight seasons of 60-plus catches, with a two-yard catch in the second quarter to become the NFL record holder in consecutive 60-plus catch seasons. ... 

Bryant has now made 15 consecutive field goals after connecting from 27 and 25 yards during Sunday's win over Seattle. 
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QB: Matt Ryan, Chris Redman, John Parker Wilson 
RB: Michael Turner, Jason Snelling, Gartrell Johnson, Antone Smith 
FB: Ovie Mughelli 
WR: Roddy White, Michael Jenkins, Harry Douglas, Brian Finneran, Eric Weems 
TE: Tony Gonzalez, Justin Peelle, Michael Palmer 
PK: Matt Bryant 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS
After an angry Joe Flacco was infuriated by no penalty being called when he was kneed in the helmet by a New Orleans Saints defensive lineman after being sacked by defensive end Jimmy Wilkerson, the Ravens are still wondering why their quarterback doesn't garner the protection the league routinely grants to the likes of Tom Brady, Peyton Manning and Drew Brees. 

"I would say that I saw just what you saw," head coach John Harbaugh said. "The guy appears to knee him right in the head after the play when he was on the ground. I mean, it's clear-cut." 

According to National Football Post staffer Aaron Wilson, the Ravens are submitting the play to the NFL. 

"I don't know to make comparisons, but I know he's not getting the calls and it's a fact over the last three years," Harbaugh said. "That's just documented. I think the officials do the best job they can, and we support them in trying to do the best job they can." 

Veteran wide receiver Derrick Mason wasn't nearly as diplomatic. 

"I know his last name is not Brees or Manning or Brady, but our quarterback is very good: He needs to be protected just like the rest of the bunch," Mason told Wilson. "You can't allow our quarterback to be hit after he throws the ball or he's on the ground. 

"That's just not called for. If the league fines them, so be it. But if there's a fine, then there should have been a flag as well." 

A normally stoic Flacco was spitting curses when he complained about the call to officials. 

"I have my things on the sidelines sometimes," Flacco said. "I don't know that they always get caught. But apparently this one did. I wasn't too happy at the time. It happens. I feel like I was hit late." 

Harbaugh said he didn't think he could summarize what Flacco said in words fit for a family newspaper. 

"No, I'd probably rather not get into that," he said. "But it's important for quarterbacks to stick up for themselves, and Joe did that. ..." 

For what it's worth, Flacco completed only 10 passes but two went for touchdowns. 

His 17-yard pass to Ray Rice in the back of the end zone had great touch. Rookie tight end Ed Dickson scored his first career touchdown, a 34-yarder. Rice led the Ravens with five catches for 80 yards. 

But Flacco failed to seal the game in the fourth quarter when he overthrew Rice in the middle of the field on third down. 

Worth noting, Flacco has thrown 20 touchdowns and three interceptions since Week 3. ... 

Meanwhile, after Rice had produced a career-best 233 total yards, the Ravens' running back took off his shoes and pushed them to the side. 

"I'm going to give them to my mom for Christmas," he said. "I'm going to sign them and give them to her on top of her other gifts." 

It could be a long Christmas list for Rice this year. 

His 153 yards rushing Sunday gave him 1,051 for the season. He's the first Ravens running back to record consecutive 1,000-yard rushing seasons since Jamal Lewis had three straight from 2002 to 2004. 

"I actually came into the game joking with (the offensive line), but I was (kind of) serious when I told them, 'I only need 102 yards to get 1,000. Let's make it happen,'" Rice said. "I don't know what I have to do for my guys. That's two consecutive 1,000-yard seasons. Maybe a steak or some early Christmas gifts. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... Harbaugh says tight end Todd Heap could return for Sunday's road game against the Cleveland Browns after missing the past two games with a pulled right hamstring. 

Heap was injured during a 13-10 loss to the Pittsburgh Steelers. 

Harbaugh says he has spoken with trainer Bill Tessendorf, who's optimistic Heap will play Sunday. ... 

Anquan Boldin was held to one reception for the second time this season. He's been held to 50 yards receiving or less in six of his past seven games. 

Mason is averaging 2.1 yards after the catch, which is his lowest in four seasons. ... 

Donte' Stallworth was a healthy scratch against the Saints. "No I wasn't limping at all, I'm healthier now that I've been since 2007," Stallworth said when asked. "It was a coach's decision." 

With Harbaugh noncommittal on whether rookie wide receiver David Reed (concussion) will be back this week, Stallworth could return against the Browns. ... 

Willis McGahee has scored one touchdown in his past seven games. 

Billy Cundiff converted multiple field goals in a game for the first time since Nov. 21. He has made 19 of his past 20 field-goal tries. 

And finally. ... The Ravens cut offensive guard Bryan Mattison and promoted tight end Davon Drew to the active roster from the practice squad on Monday. According to the Sports Xchange, Drew was signed from the Ravens' practice squad because they didn't want another team to add him to its roster. 
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QB: Joe Flacco, Marc Bulger 
RB: Ray Rice, Willis McGahee, Jalen Parmele 
FB: Le'Ron McClain, Jason McKie 
WR: Anquan Boldin, Derrick Mason, T.J. Houshmandzadeh, Donte' Stallworth, David Reed, Marcus Smith 
TE: Todd Heap, Ed Dickson, Dennis Pitta, Davon Drew 
PK: Billy Cundiff 
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BUFFALO BILLS
As the Sports Xchange suggested this week, at the NFL level, it seems odd hearing players say that they have to learn how to win, but that's exactly what the Bills were saying following their victory over Miami, head coach Chan Gailey's first against an AFC East rival. 

"It's not a cliché," running back Fred Jackson said. "You have to learn how to finish games. That's all a process in learning how to win a game." 

After an 0-8 start during which the Bills were the laughingstock of the NFL, they had no idea how to win. They were close in some games, against some quality opponents, but they always seemed to make the one fatal mistake that would cost them a chance at victory. 

Even after they defeated lowly Detroit and Cincinnati, the Bills did it again, kicking away a game against Pittsburgh when Stevie Johnson dropped a potential game-winning pass in overtime. 

However, the Bills have now won two in a row over Cleveland and Miami. They have won four of their past six to get to 4-10, and they seem to be figuring it out as several of their younger players -- some of whom weren't even drafted -- have begun to contribute. 

"That was probably as good of a team win as we have had," said Gailey, who clearly was excited about the way his team competed and found a way to close it out. "I think almost every guy who stepped on the field contributed something to the victory. When you get that effort, it's a great feeling for a football team." 

Ryan Fitzpatrick, who almost certainly will be the Bills' quarterback in 2011 as the Andrew Luck dream is officially dead, made another strong bid to be that guy. He threw for 223 yards and two touchdowns in helping to eliminate the rival Dolphins from the playoff race. 

"I said it back when we were 0-8: You need a win," said Fitzpatrick, who was with Cincinnati in 2008 when the Bengals started 0-8 and finished the year 4-3-1 with him under center. "You start learning how to win as a team, and then it will just start coming because we have talent." 

The Bills have sent 13 players to injured reserve this year after sending a team-record 20 players there in 2009. They have constantly shuffled their lineup, and only half of the 22 players who started against Miami started against the Dolphins back in Week 1. 

Yet through all the upheaval, the Bills have started to come around. The defense has given up 200 yards rushing six times, and has allowed at least 30 points on seven occasions, but the unit has played better of late. 

In the wins over Cleveland and Miami, the defense gave up a combined 170 yards rushing and 20 points. 

"We've been playing good ball ever since our bye week," safety Donte Whitner said. "We came up short in a couple of those games, but other than that, we've been playing pretty good. We're changing the culture around One Bills Drive." 

That was the task given to Gailey and general manager Buddy Nix, and it's starting to happen. 

"I think it comes in steps," Nix said. "You have to learn how to compete with the best teams, and then you start learning how to win. We played close against the better teams, had a chance to win, one play away in some games, and then you learn how to finish games. That's what we're doing. We're getting better. We just need to get a few more weapons. We're coming; we'll get there." 

Team owner Ralph Wilson visited the locker room in Miami after the victory, and he was upbeat about the team's future. 

"Before each play, you need a scorecard to see who's in there," Wilson said. "That's what amazes me. We pick a guy up in the middle of the week and he starts for us on Sunday. This team amazes me. A lot of them were overlooked in the draft, and some were cut by other teams who didn't have enough patience with them. 

"We should be much better next year. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... The Bills knew they had to pass a lot on Sunday, which meant they had to keep Dolphins outside linebacker Cameron Wake off Fitzpatrick's back. 

Mission accomplished. Wake, who entered the game with an NFL-high 14 sacks, didn't have one Sunday. He recorded one quarterback pressure and two total tackles. 

Jackson played an integral part in the protection plan by chipping Wake just enough to slow his pass rush. But the offensive line also held up its end to protect Fitzpatrick, who needed time to throw because the running game was shut down. 

"We had a tough time running the ball today, but up front the protection was good today," said Fitzpatrick, who was sacked twice. "I don't know if Wake had any sacks or not, but they did a great job all day keeping me clean. You can't say enough about those guys up front just in terms of the patchwork and guys getting plugged into spots. ..." 

According to Buffalo News staffer Allen Wilson, David Nelson loves playing in Sun Life Stadium. 

As a junior at the University of Florida in 2008, he caught a 4-yard touchdown pass to clinch the BCS national championship for the Gators. In his first game back at Sun Life Stadium, Nelson found the end zone again as his 18-yard touchdown reception gave the Bills a lead they never relinquished. 

"Yeah, I have some great memories in this place," Nelson said. "I texted some of my old teammates and some of my old coaches at Florida and I told them what I was going through. I kind of got some tears in my eyes pulling up, same route we took in the national championship game. Orange and blue everywhere and just kind of going back to that moment and putting myself in the position I was in. 

"When I first walked out of the tunnel where I caught the touchdown it was right there and I just kind of walked over to the 4-yard line and kind of re-did the play in my mind and walked through the whole thing. It gave me chills. It was just an unbelievable feeling. It was a special memory I'll always cherish." 

According to the Xchange, with his touchdown Sunday, Nelson became the third Bills rookie with a touchdown catch in three consecutive games since Lee Evans' five-game streak in 2004. Elbert Dubenion did it in three straight games in 1960. 

Nelson's 31 catches this season are the most by a Bills rookie since Evans finished with 46 in 2004. 

Fitzpatrick and Johnson made some team history by connecting on a touchdown for the 10th time this season. The only other quarterback-receiver combination that had 10 touchdowns was Drew Bledsoe and Eric Moulds in 2002. 

Johnson, after a mild slump, is once again chasing Bill Brooks' club record for TD catches in a season (11 set in 1995). ... 

Fitzpatrick now has 23 TD passes, a new career high and eighth-highest total in Buffalo history. He has thrown a scoring pass in 19 of 22 games in a Bills uniform. 

Jackson is 189 yards shy of his second consecutive 1,000-yard season with two games to play. Jackson, who was held to just 36 yards in a victory over Miami last Sunday, faces New England's 15th-ranked run defense this week. 

Only seven backs in team history have had consecutive 1,000-yard campaigns. ... 

C.J. Spiller has averaged just 5.4 carries for 20.7 yards per game leading many critics to question why the Bills made the former Clemson star their No. 1 pick only to use him so infrequently. 

He has had an impact on special teams, averaging 14.6 yards on punt returns and 24.3 on kickoffs. ... 

Tight end Scott Chandler, a 6-7, 272-pound free agent the Bills claimed off waivers in early December from Dallas, caught his first NFL pass in Sunday's win over Miami. It was good for eight yards. The Bills are intrigued by Chandler's size and talents; he caught 117 passes for nearly 1,500 yards during a college career at Iowa and was a fourth-round pick of San Diego's in 2007. 

Rian Lindell, who has scored 75 points this season, ranks 38th on the NFL's career scoring list with 1,080. He's tied with Don Cockroft. Lindell's 248 field goals are 33rd most all time. 
[image: image6]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 PT  [image: image7]
QB: Ryan Fitzpatrick, Brian Brohm, Levi Brown 
RB: Fred Jackson, C.J. Spiller, Quinton Ganther 
FB: Corey McIntyre 
WR: Stevie Johnson, Donald Jones, David Nelson, Naaman Roosevelt, Lee Evans 
TE: Jonathan Stupar, David Martin, Scott Chandler 
PK: Rian Lindell 
=========================

=========================
CAROLINA PANTHERS
As Associated Press sports writer Mike Cranston reported, head coach John Fox got to celebrate at home one final time, Jimmy Clausen finally earned a win and this year's Panthers made sure they wouldn't match the 2001 team's standard for incompetence. 

And it didn't even hurt them too much in the only important competition they're still a part of the race for the No. 1 draft pick. 

Cranston went on to suggest that Sunday's ugly but satisfying 19-12 victory over Arizona was a welcome respite from a miserable year and allowed Fox to enjoy what was almost certainly his final home game as he finishes out his contract. 

Sure, the Panthers (2-12) still have the NFL's worst record. All they have to do now is visit an angry Pittsburgh (10-4) team coming off a loss on Thursday then close at the NFC's best team, Atlanta (12-2). But as the players enjoyed Monday off before starting a short week, there were no apologies for ending a seven-game losing streak against a fellow downtrodden team. 

"As everybody knows, there's been a lot said about what might happen this offseason," left tackle Jordan Gross said. "It was really, really good to get the win for everybody in here on the team. For coach Fox especially, it was nice." 

Fox won his 78th game in his ninth season in Carolina, but producing only three winning seasons cost him a contract extension. 

Fox didn't speak to reporters Monday as the coaching staff tried to make up for lost time in a short week. The players resume practice Tuesday, their normal off day. 

"I couldn't be more happy for the coaching staff and all those players," Clausen said. "It's been a real tough season for everybody." 

Clausen had lost his previous starts as he struggled to adjust to the speed of the NFL. Teammate Steve Smith lashed out at him a week earlier saying, "He ain't at Notre Dame anymore, that's for sure." 

Clausen was far from spectacular and hardly quelled the talk of Stanford's Andrew Luck replacing him next year if he leaves school early and Carolina has the No. 1 draft pick. The Panthers hold a one-game "lead" over Cincinnati (3-11) and Denver (3-11) for the worst record. 

But after extending his streak to 202 passes since his lone touchdown, Clausen connected with tight end Jeff King for a 16-yard score to give Carolina a 13-0 second-quarter lead. He completed 13 of 19 passes for only 141 yards, but didn't commit a turnover as the Panthers leaned on their running game and defense. 

Jonathan Stewart rushed for 137 yards and Arizona was held to 43 yards rushing. 

It was, for a day, a signature Fox-coached performance that even included his textbook conservative play down the stretch to hold on. It was the style he immediately installed when he inherited a 1-15 team in 2002 and had the Panthers in the Super Bowl a year later. 

Now wherever Fox ends up next year, he'll have a winning overall record as a head coach. 

"I don't know what is down the road yet other than going to Pittsburgh on Thursday and finishing up in Atlanta," Fox said. "It was fun to finish with a win here. It's been a tough season for all of our fans, our organization, everyone in the locker room. ..." 

Since it's become obvious that Fox and his $6 million salary will be gone from Carolina at the end of the season, speculation about his replacement has begun. As SI.com's Peter King noted, whoever they hire will be much less expensive coach. Owner Jerry Richardson doesn't believe coaches are worth that much money. 

According to King, Richardson and general manager Marty Hurney are likely to look at the models of Mike Smith (Atlanta), Mike Tomlin (Pittsburgh) and John Harbaugh (Baltimore) for their next coach. King expects them to hire a defensive-minded head coach, with a smart young offensive assistant or coordinator brought in to coach the quarterbacks -- which could be either Clausen or Luck, if he chooses to forgo his final two years of college eligibility to turn pro. ... 

It'll be a situation worth watching next month. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... As noted above, Stewart finished with a season-high 137-yard effort behind a workmanlike 27 carries Sunday. 

But he did have a costly fumble late in the game. 

It was his fourth turnover of the season, and all of them have led to touchdowns for the opponent. Following the fumble, Stewart seemed determined to make up for his mistake with runs of 19, 11 and 11 yards. But Stewart said he didn't use it as motivation, instead putting it out of his mind and stayed focused. 

"After that fumble, I was just trying to run it just the way I had before I lost it," Stewart said. "There was no extra determination. I'm determined every time I step on the field. ..." 

Stewart now has back-to-back 100-yard games as the Panthers ran the ball a season-high 45 times for 177 yards. ... 

According to the Sports Xchange, Brandon LaFell seems to be emerging as Carolina's go-to receiving on third downs. However, only one of his three catches Sunday came on third down. ... 

On the injury front. ... The Panthers will be without Tony Fiammetta for Thursday's game at Pittsburgh because of an ankle injury and have promoted fellow fullback Rashawn Jackson from the practice squad to fill his role. 

Running back Mike Goodson returned to practice after a missing a day with an illness and is listed as probable. 

And finally. ... Addressing reports that his house is on the market, Smith told reporters it has been up for sale since June because he and his wife are thinking about having another child. 

As the RedZone.org notes, there is much skepticism in Carolina about Smith's explanation as it would seem that the $2.9 million, 10,000 square-foot mansion would suffice even if the Smith family were to grow. Smith indicated that he would discuss his contract situation and his future with the Panthers with his family at the end of the season. 

Smith is signed through 2012 so his only exit avenues from the Panthers are either a trade or an outright release. 

Smith has not caught a touchdown pass since Week 2 against Tampa Bay, the longest drought of his 10-year career. 
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QB: Jimmy Clausen, Brian St. Pierre, Keith Null 
RB: Jonathan Stewart, Mike Goodson, Tyrell Sutton 
FB: Rashawn Jackson, Tony Fiammetta 
WR: Steve Smith, David Gettis, Brandon LaFell, Armanti Edwards, David Clowney 
TE: Jeff King, Dante Rosario, Gary Barnidge 
PK: John Kasay 
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CHICAGO BEARS
Don't look now, but the Bears are headed back to the playoffs for the first time since their run to the 2007 Super Bowl. A 40-14 romp outdoors at Minnesota on a cold and snowy Monday night did the trick, giving the Bears (10-4) their third NFC North title in six years. 

And as Associated Press sports writer Andrew Seligman put it, "What a performance it was." 

They shook off a brutal beating by New England the previous weekend and snapped a three-year playoff drought with a dominant effort that included Devin Hester's NFL record 14th career kick return for a touchdown and three TD passes by Jay Cutler. 

"This is just one step, it's one thing we can knock off," Cutler said. 

It's a huge step, one that was hard to envision not too long ago. 

As Seligman reminded readers, the Bears were a mess heading into their bye in late October, with three losses in four games after a 3-0 start. They have since turned things around in a big way. 

The win over Minnesota was the sixth in seven games for a team that had appeared to be coming apart at the seams, with Cutler getting battered, the running game being ignored and the blockers providing little protection. The Bears were a mess heading into their off week. 

Now, they'll try to lock down a first-round playoff bye in a home game against the New York Jets, and then wrap up the regular season at Green Bay. 

"This is our first goal of the season: Win the division and get in the playoffs," tight end Greg Olsen said. "Now we've got to win out these last two games to give ourselves the best possibility of getting a first-round bye. We've got to do our part and get ready for a big-time playoff run." 

A win over the Jets on Sunday coupled with a loss by Philadelphia and a loss or tie by the New York Giants would give Chicago a first-round bye. That would be another huge step for a team that was aiming high after a busy offseason. 

It comes nearly one year after Bears president Ted Phillips issued what many interpreted as a win-or-else mandate for head coach Lovie Smith and general manager Jerry Angelo. Chicago had just gone 7-9, and he was adamant: The losing had to stop. 

The Bears revamped their coaching staff, hiring Mike Martz as offensive coordinator and promoting Rod Marinelli to defensive coordinator. 

They also made a big splash in free agency, signing Pro Bowl defensive end Julius Peppers from Carolina while bringing in running back Chester Taylor and blocking tight end Brandon Manumaleuna. 

Another key to their resurgence has been Martz's willingness to make adjustments. 

The offense cut back on the deep drops, started moving Cutler around, and he's no longer getting brutalized the way he was earlier in the season. They went more to the running game, keeping defenses off balance while reducing wear and tear Cutler. 

In fact, Martz has done an amazing job of balancing his play-calling between run and pass. 

In the six games from Week 9 through Week 14, the Bears' offense had 178 rushing attempts and 179 pass plays. They have the most balanced offense in the NFL during that six-week span. The 178 rushing plays are the most in the most in the NFL during that span. 

A relatively light schedule and some good fortune following the bye didn't hurt, either. 

They beat lowly Buffalo and Minnesota, when it was falling apart last month. They got third-string quarterbacks against Miami and Detroit, a short-handed secondary against Philadelphia and a beat-up Brett Favre against the Vikings on Monday night. 

Cutler, who hadn't led a team to winning record since high school, completed 14 of 24 passes for 194 yards. He finished the game with a bandage on his chin after a helmet-first hit by Vikings cornerback Antoine Winfield resulted in an interception by Asher Allen and left him with a gash requiring three stitches. 

Hester had a big day, too. 

He had a touchdown catch and 79-yard kickoff return that led to a field goal a few minutes before his game-breaking and record-setting 64-yard punt return. 

"Coaches told me all I could do was kickoff and punt returns, but I wanted to play a position," he said. "But I'm here today to say that I am a kickoff and punt returner, but at the same time the best to ever do it. ..." 

Hester is just the 10th player in NFL history with 2,000 career yards receiving (2,109), returning punts (2,060) and returning kickoffs (2,605). ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Cutler had a 92.9 passer rating in his last 14 games with 25 TD passes and 13 interceptions, heading into Monday night's game against the Vikings, ninth best in the NFL during that time. ... 

Matt Forte has 4,313 yards from scrimmage since entering the NFL in 2008, the sixth most in the league. ... 

Johnny Knox is sixth in the NFL with a 17.6-yard average per catch. He has 45 receptions for 790 yards. ... 

And finally. ... As noted above, Taylor was signed in the off-season as an unrestricted free agent to complement featured back Forte. But Taylor has fallen far short of expectations. On his last 50 carries, covering six games, he has a total of 87 yards for an average of 1.7 yards per carry with a long gain of 11 yards. 

Taylor has been used primarily in short-yardage situations, and he does have 3 touchdowns in the last six games. 
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QB: Jay Cutler, Todd Collins, Caleb Hanie 
RB: Matt Forte, Chester Taylor, Garrett Wolfe, Kahlil Bell 
FB: Brandon Manumaleuna, Desmond Clark 
WR: Johnny Knox, Devin Hester, Earl Bennett, Devin Aromashodu, Rashied Davis 
TE: Greg Olsen, Brandon Manumaleuna, Kellen Davis, Desmond Clark 
PK: Robbie Gould 
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CINCINNATI BENGALS
Terrell Owens decided to have knee surgery Monday, ending his revival season with the Bengals. 

The receiver tore cartilage in his left knee two weeks ago, but kept playing. He aggravated the injury while making a cut on the opening series of a 19-17 win over Cleveland on Sunday, forcing him to hobble off the field. 

Owens flew to Birmingham, Ala., on Monday and was examined by Dr. James Andrews. The 37-year-old Owens was scheduled for surgery later in the day. 

He tweeted a photo of himself in a hospital gown getting ready for the operation late Monday afternoon. 

"BIG THANKS 2 every1 4 their support (and) prayers! I'll b back on the field …" he tweeted. 

As Associated Press sports writer Joe Kay reminded readers, Owens signed a one-year deal with a $2 million base salary at the start of training camp, when the Bengals were one of the few teams interested. He proved he could still play, leading the team with 72 catches for 983 yards and nine touchdowns. 

He ranked among the NFL's top six receivers in yards and catches heading into the game against Cleveland. He's a free agent after the season, and hopes to play for two or three more years. 

The Bengals, however, are not expected to re-sign Owens, who was placed on injured reserve Tuesday, a league source told ESPN insider Adam Schefter. 

Despite Owens' big numbers, the Bengals (3-11) had one of their worst seasons. 

The victory over Cleveland ended a 10-game losing streak that matched the longest in club history for one season. They finish at home against San Diego (8-6) and at Baltimore (10-4). 

Cincinnati got the breakthrough win by letting running back Cedric Benson become the focus of the offense again, just like last season. The Bengals swept the AFC North by relying on their running game and defense in 2009. They got away from that this year, wanting a more diversified offense. 

Now, Kay reports, they'll be looking to run in the last two games. 

"You ask anyone on this offense, any of those guys up front, and ask them what they would want to do, and they'd say run the ball," Benson said. "There's the identity of your team right there. Your team is telling you what they want to do." 

The run/pass question has bedeviled and divided the offense all season. Owens and receiver Chad Ochocinco -- hosts of "The T.Ocho Show" on the Versus cable network each week -- wanted to throw the ball more. Benson wanted to go back to running behind a line that's more adept at grinding it out. 

As the losing streak went on, Owens became more outspoken, fingering the coaching staff for the offensive struggles. 

In fact, Profootballtalk.com Sunday that said the Bengals were seriously considering deactivating Owens for the final three games of the season due to Owens' attitude and performance in practice and games the past few weeks. 

Benson, meanwhile, expressed his opinion earlier in the season, then kept quiet while it all fell apart. 

"I know the truth and I'm confident not only in myself, but in what I know is right," Benson said. "I didn't feel like I needed to say anything to bring anybody down or get any message across." 

Benson carried 31 times for 150 yards -- both season highs -- against the Browns, a performance that amounted to an I-told-you-so moment. He acknowledged that it was difficult to keep going as the team kept losing. 

"I remember telling myself six or seven weeks ago: Do not get sucked into what's going on," he said. "What are those deals that horses wear? Blinders? Keep your blinders on. 

"It's almost like a gigantic magnet. No matter how hard you try to avoid that and keep from getting sucked into that here-we-go-again attitude, it just pulls and pulls and pulls at you week after week after week." 

The last two games are a prelude to change. Head coach Marvin Lewis declined a contract extension last season and is finishing his deal. Benson and Owens are free agents. The club has a one-year option on Ochocinco. The Bengals will have a high draft pick. 

A franchise with only two winning records in the last 20 years will be starting over. Again. ... 

In a related note. ... Cincinnati Enquirer staffer Joe Reedy pointed out that Sunday's game will mark the first game Owens has missed due to injury since suffering a severely sprained ankle and fractured fibula in 2004 while with the Eagles. 

In addition to his 72 receptions, Owens finishes the year with 983 yards and nine touchdowns. That leaves him 17 yards short of becoming the third receiver in league history to have 10 or more 1,000-yard seasons. Only two receivers age 36 or over, Jerry Rice and Jimmy Smith, have reached 1,000 yards. 

Owens reached two of the six $333,000 incentives on his one-year contract which would give him $2.67 million for the season. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Fullback Chris Pressley, who saw eight snaps against Pittsburgh, saw more extensive action against the Browns and gave Benson a lead blocker that hasn't existed for much of the season. Pressley was signed to the practice squad on Nov. 10 and added to the active roster a month later. 

With a lead blocker, the duo of Benson and Bernard Scott combined for 190 yards on 39 carries. 

"In a sense not having a fullback is kind of like saying we're not going to make a huge effort in the run game this year. At the time earlier in the season I didn't see it as that but it's kind of relevant now," Benson said. ... 

With Owens out, Andre Caldwell and Jerome Simpson will be busy over the final two weeks. 

Against the Browns, Caldwell responded playing in Owens' flanker position with a career-high 89 yards on four catches. He also had the big block on Benson's 18-yard touchdown run that tied the game at seven early in the second quarter. The other wideout from the '08 draft, Simpson, doubled his career catches with two for 30 yards, in just his third game this season and 11th of his career. 

But Benson raved about Simpson and Caldwell's blocking. 

"Let me take the time to send out a big congratulations and a big thank you to Jerome Simpson and Andre Caldwell," Benson said. "They played excellent today. In the run game they had all the right fits. There was never an issue there, which created a lot of big runs. Even in the pass game they stepped up. I'm very proud of those guys. That's beautiful. ..." 

For what it's worth, Ochocinco said before Wednesday's practice Simpson is going to have to take half of the snaps at wide receiver because the bone spurs in his ankle are so painful. And he wasn't on the field at the beginning of the workout. ... I'll have more when Late-Breaking Updates commence later tonight. ... 

According to the Sports Xchange, Carson Palmer is 58 of 82 for 754 yards with five touchdowns and one interception in two games against the Chargers. His career best of 440 yards came in the 2006 game at Cincinnati. 

Ochocinco is averaging 118.5 receiving yards in four games against the Chargers with seven touchdowns, including his first in the league in 2001. He set a team record with 260 yards on 11 catches in the 2006 game. 

Rookie tight end Jermaine Gresham is second among AFC rookies in receptions with 48. ... 

With four field goals Sunday, rookie Clint Stitser has hit seven straight field goals to open his Bengals' career, two shy of the record Mike Nugent set to start this season. 
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QB: Carson Palmer, Jordan Palmer, Dan LeFevour 
RB: Cedric Benson, Bernard Scott, Brian Leonard, Cedric Peerman 
FB: Chris Pressley, Brian Leonard 
WR: Chad Ochocinco, Jordan Shipley, Andre Caldwell, Quan Cosby, Jerome Simpson 
TE: Jermaine Gresham, Reginald Kelly, Chase Coffman 
PK: Clint Stitser 
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CLEVELAND BROWNS
According to Associated Press sports writer Tom Withers, Eric Mangini hasn't given up or given in. 

Amid mounting speculation that he'll be fired by team president Mike Holmgren after a wildly inconsistent season, the coach boldly claimed he has the Browns (5-9) headed in the right direction despite back-to-back embarrassing losses to Buffalo and Cincinnati. 

"We're not finished here," Mangini said. "There's two games left." 

As Withers suggested, they could very well be his final two with Cleveland, but Mangini isn't conceding anything. 

On Monday, a more confident than defiant Mangini insisted he's focused solely on correcting mistakes and getting his team ready for Sunday's home game against Baltimore. Holmgren plans to wait until after the season before evaluating Mangini and his staff, which must be on edge after losing to the Bengals (3-11) and Bills (4-10). 

"I feel pretty confident in the direction this team is heading and the direction we're heading organizationally," said Mangini, 10-20 in two seasons with the Browns. "I think it's apparent in the type of people that we brought in, the way that we play. There's going to be some hiccups along the road in any process like this. There's growing pains. 

"But I'm confident in the coaches. I'm confident in the things we've done. I believe in what we stand for and what we teach, and I think that we've got a very bright future for this team and this organization." 

Mangini said he did not meet with Holmgren one day after the Bengals snapped a 10-game losing streak by cramming the ball down Cleveland's collective throats. Cincinnati rolled up 188 yards rushing on a Browns defense that was out of position and appeared worn out. 

When Holmgren, who hasn't commented on his coach's status since Nov. 2, does judge Mangini's body of work, he'll have plenty to consider. 

The Browns appeared to have turned a corner after a 1-5 start. They pulled off stunning upsets against New Orleans and New England, victories some considered flukes. But after an overtime loss to the New York Jets, Cleveland fell at Jacksonville despite forcing six turnovers and then only edged a one-win Carolina team when Panthers kicker John Kasay missed a last-second field goal. 

Cleveland bounced back with a win at Miami, but any feel-good vibes or momentum has been eroded by the horrible performances at Buffalo and Cincinnati. 

Asked if he thinks the consecutive setbacks will cost him his job, Mangini chose to stay positive. 

"The important thing for me and for the players -- and I talked about this with the guys -- is just focus on the next game," he said. "That's really what I believe in. And, I believe that that's the way that we're going to be successful, that any individual is going to be successful and not worry about the other things. That (Holmgren's decision) will all take care of itself. 

"What's important to me is that the guys continue to improve, that we play well as a team. That's what I want to do. That's what I want for this group of guys and everything else will handle itself." 

For Mangini to save himself, and it's possible that it may be too late, the Browns could use another win -- or two -- and they'll have to try and get them against the Ravens (10-4) and Pittsburgh Steelers (10-4), who will both come to town looking to improve their playoff seeds. 

If nothing else, the Browns need to show they can compete with the AFC North powers. Mangini hasn't done that, going 2-8 in the division. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... According to the Sports Xchange, Peyton Hillis is starting to show effects of being the only back on the team. The Browns ride Hillis, and at this point of the season the other team knows it. Hillis ran just 14 times and gained 59 yards against the Bengals. 

Part of his limited carries was the Bengals holding the ball; part was Colt McCoy's success throwing it. 

Hillis has 1,129 yards rushing this season, but McCoy ranks second on the team with just 87. Hillis' 252 carries account for three-quarters of the team's rushes, and they could be the reason his production has dropped as the season has progressed. 

Few backs carry so much of their team's offense, and few take the pounding Hillis has taken. 

Indeed, Hillis wasn't on the practice field Wednesday due to an unspecified injury. I'll have more on his status -- as well as that of McCoy's when Late-Breaking Updates begin later tonight. McCoy missed Wednesday's practice due to an illness. 

Worth noting, McCoy said his left ankle didn't bother him too much in his first start since he sprained it Nov. 21 at Jacksonville. He was sacked four times. 

"The ankle felt pretty good," said McCoy, who sat out three games. "As the game went on, it warmed up a little bit. I was able to move. I was able to escape out of a couple sacks that could have been bad." 

Watson tallied a game-high seven receptions for 92 yards. With 674 receiving yards this season, he joined Milt Morin, Ozzie Newsome and Kellen Winslow as the only Browns tight ends to reach 600 receiving yards in a season. Watson's yards this season also surpassed his previous best of 643 set in 2006, when he played for the New England Patriots. 

Brian Robiskie finally got into the end zone against Cincinnati. It was his first touchdown of the season, and his two-year career, as he has just 25 catches. 

Josh Cribbs has been hampered by the four toes he dislocated in the loss to the Jets, Mangini said. But Mangini said the special teamers holding their blocks would help, and that has not happened this season. ... 

Chansi Stuckey has more catches (35) than both of the starters, Mohamed Massaquoi and Robiskie. As the Xchange suggests, that reality shows how little the Browns use their wideouts. As the slot receiver on third downs, Stuckey more often than not runs shallow crossing routes or digs. He is not a down-the-field guy the Browns look to every down -- or even every other down. Yet he leads the wideouts with catches. ... 

And finally. ... Tight end Evan Moore has missed the last two games with an injured hip; his status this week remains unclear. 
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QB: Colt McCoy, Seneca Wallace, Jake Delhomme 
RB: Peyton Hillis, Mike Bell 
FB: Lawrence Vickers 
WR: Mohamed Massaquoi, Brian Robiskie, Josh Cribbs, Chansi Stuckey, Carlton Mitchell, Demetrius Williams, Jordan Norwood 
TE: Ben Watson, Evan Moore, Robert Royal 
PK: Phil Dawson 
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DALLAS COWBOYS
With time running out on this season, the Cowboys placed Tony Romo on injured reserve Tuesday, eliminating any chance of him playing Saturday night at Arizona or in the season finale at Philadelphia. 

He's been out since breaking his left collarbone Oct. 25. 

"When you just start doing the math on it and say, ‘Where is he with this injury? Where is he physically functioning? Where is he being able to take a hit? And then, how much practice time you need to have any player be ready to play in a game?"' interim coach Jason Garrett said. "We just felt when we factored all those things together, it just made sense to make this move." 

As Associated Press sports writer Jaime Aron suggests, it seemed silly for the Cowboys to take any chances since they can't make the playoffs and are guaranteed a losing record, though they kept the option open by carrying him on the active roster the last eight weeks. 

Garrett said having this weekend as a target for a return helped Romo with his recovery. 

On Sunday, team owner Jerry Jones said Romo was "still having sensitivity there" and not ready to play. Garrett indicated Romo would try to practice Tuesday, but the move was announced before the club even hit the field. 

Jon Kitna will start the final two games. Garrett said he wouldn't use second-year backup Stephen McGee unless Kitna is hurt. 

Kitna is 4-4 since taking over for Romo, including 4-2 since Garrett replaced fired coach Wade Phillips. Record aside; Kitna's statistics are quite similar to Romo's this season. 

"Our team has certainly responded to him," Garrett said. "He's a very driven guy. He loves to play football. He's very competitive. He'll look at the positive things and build on them and try to correct some of the things he doesn't like. It's an ongoing process. He embraces it every day." 

There's no threat of a QB controversy because Kitna will be 39 next season and Romo remains the face of the franchise. Kitna knows the drill. 

"I signed a contract to be the backup to Tony and that's my job," he said. "I'm supposed to play as well as I can if I get a chance to play. We've been consistent the last six weeks. That's what you want." 

Kitna didn't take a single snap last season and lost all four games he started for Detroit the previous season. So while this has been hailed as a career revival, Kitna doesn't see it that way. 

"Honestly, it's not that satisfying for me because I knew that this was who I was," he said. "What's exciting to me is that I got to be in a place that the guys around me make my job very easy." 

Romo completed 69 percent of his passes (148 of 213) for 1,605 yards with 11 touchdowns. His quarterback rating of 94.9 was a shade below his career average. His seven interceptions in six games was a big step back after having nine in a full season last year. 

"I think if you look at the body of work, him individually and how our offense functioned, there were a lot of good things but there were obviously some areas to improve upon," Garrett said. 

Romo has spent every game on the sideline, wearing a headset and consulting with Kitna. He'll continue doing that. 

"He's played in this offense more than anybody has, so he has a real understanding of what we're trying to get accomplished," Garrett said. "He and Jon have a really great relationship. ... There are some productive things that go on during the game and Tony is a big part of that. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... The Cowboys broke out the Razorback offense after a season-long slumber and caught the Redskins napping with a 32-yard pass from Kitna to Felix Jones following a double reverse. 

It was only the third time the Cowboys used the Razorback formation all season after using it as a regular option in 2009 with ball being snapped to running back Tashard Choice. 

Worth noting, the Cowboys rushed 31 times for 134 yards against Washington, led by Jones' 70 yards on 12 carries. Choice added 53 yards, as the running game continues to thrive sans an injured Marion Barber. 

It remains to be seen if Barber will return this week. The same goes for wide receiver Roy Williams, who missed Sunday's game after tweaking a groin in practice last week. 

Barber, who has missed the last three games with a calf strain, was fielding punts along with Manuel Johnson during a Tuesday walkthrough practice. 

Barber has never fielded a punt in a NFL game but in his rookie year, 2005, he returned three kick returns for 58 yards. 

Jones missed Wednesday's practice due to a bruised shin. The injury doesn't sound serious but his status will be worth watching. ... 

Williams Jesse Holley (knee) also attended the walkthrough. Williams did some pat-and-go before stretching exercises. 

Sam Hurd had four receptions for 35 yards in a rare start, but he'll remember the two balls he didn't catch. 

Kitna twice targeted Hurd in the end zone. Hurd, who started because Williams was inactive, got his hands on the ball both times. But he didn't hang on to either pass. 

The first was a fade to Hurd, who went high to grab the ball but failed to secure it as he came to the ground. On the second throw, Hurd ran a crossing route just across the goal line and failed to make a diving catch that wasn't difficult by NFL standards. 

"Man, I pride myself in catching every ball thrown my way," Hurd said. "I did my pushups [as punishment for the drop], but that was terrible. If it touches my hands, I should catch it regardless. Both of them have got to be touchdowns. ..." 

Jason Witten's touchdown reception against the Redskins was his seventh RD catch of the season to tie his single-season career best, established in 2007. It also marked his third straight game with a touchdown catch to tie the longest streak of his career, set in 2007. ... 

And finally, the Cowboys filled Romo's roster spot by promoting receiver Teddy Williams from their practice -- reportedly to block the Dolphins from signing him. 
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QB: Jon Kitna, Stephen McGee, Tony Romo 
RB: Felix Jones, Tashard Choice, Marion Barber 
FB: Chris Gronkowski 
WR: Miles Austin, Roy Williams, Sam Hurd, Jesse Holley, Manny Johnson, Teddy Williams 
TE: Jason Witten, Martellus Bennett 
PK: David Buehler 
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DENVER BRONCOS
The Broncos don't care if everyone knows it, including the Houston Texans: Tim Tebow will start again Sunday. 

Rather than keep everybody guessing, interim coach Eric Studesville made the unusual move Monday of announcing that Tebow would be under center when the Broncos (3-10) host the Texans (5-9). 

Studesville said Kyle Orton is still bothered by bruised ribs and that Tebow did a good job managing the game plan, the team and the crowd in his first NFL start Sunday despite Denver's 39-23 loss at Oakland. 

"Well, the reason right now was that we felt that Tim played well yesterday, ran our offense effectively," Studesville said. "Compounding that was the fact that Kyle still was rehabbing. ... And we just felt like prolonging this later into the week wasn't the best thing for our preparation and practice." 

So, now the Texans don't have to worry about preparing for two quarterbacks, one a right-handed prolific passer and the other a rookie southpaw. 

Studesville thought the benefit to the Broncos outweighed any concerns about the Texans knowing it. 

"I think they'll certainly have tape on him now to have a game plan," Studesville said. "What they'll do differently. ... We're going to do some things differently because we'll have more information on him too, now. So, how that all plays out I'm not exactly sure." 

Tebow, who was stunningly selected with the 25th overall pick in the April draft by former coach Josh McDaniels, had thrown just one NFL pass before Sunday and most of his two dozen snaps had come in specialty situations such as short-yardage and goal line packages. 

As Associated Press sports writer Arnie Stapleton noted, Tebow's repertoire was limited Sunday because of bad weather and offensive coordinator Mike McCoy's conservative game calling but he showed enough to merit more playing time and perhaps more of a chance to throw the ball. 

"We know more now about Tim and what he can do in a game, we can give him things," Studesville said. "But the entire game plan is still based on what we think gives us the best chance against the Houston Texans, and that's what's going to determine the volume of the playbook more than anything else." 

Asked if team owner Pat Bowlen might have suggested the move to ensure there isn't a sea of empty seats at Invesco Field on Sunday, Studesville said he indeed met with the owner and chief operating officer Joe Ellis in the morning but that it was his decision alone. He said Bowlen and Ellis agreed with his call. 

Although Studesville gave his team the day off Monday, both quarterbacks reported to Dove Valley, Orton for treatment on the ribs he bruised in a loss at Arizona on Dec. 12, and got the news. 

Studesville said Orton didn't object. 

"No, he's a professional," Studesville said. 

Stapleton went on to note that Tebow had moments of greatness and moments of grief in his first career start. 

By the time the first quarter ended, he had joined Kordell Stewart and Michael Vick as the only quarterbacks in NFL history to run for a 40-yard TD and throw for a 30-yard TD in the same game. 

He was a bit lucky: his 40-yard scamper was supposed to be a hand-off and his 33-yard TD strike went through the hands of cornerback Stanford Routt before Brandon Lloyd caught it as he rolled out of bounds. 

Tebow admitted after the game that on his TD run, he was supposed to hand off to tailback Correll Buckhalter on third-and-24. 

"My reaction was it was seven points no matter how it happened," Studesville said Monday. 

So, it's forgivable when a rookie goofs up? 

"Forgivable? No," Studesville said. "But I'm happy it worked out in a good way." 

According to AP sports writer Josh Dubow, the Raiders were impressed by the NFL's most intriguing pro prospect since Vick joined the Falcons out of Virginia Tech in 2001. 

Raiders cornerback Nnamdi Asomugha got a good hit on Tebow late in the game but Tebow, who weighs nearly 250 pounds, doled out a lot of punishment himself. 

"A lot of guys will either slide or they'll try to take the path of least resistance. But he's going to go head-up with a guy, every time. He's a big guy, tough to bring down," Asomugha said. 

"He's a tough runner. He runs like a back," Raiders safety Michael Huff said. "Once he gets more experience throwing the ball, he'll be a good quarterback." 

He's definitely a work-in-progress QB who needs more polish in his footwork and throwing mechanics to go with his high energy and enthusiasm. 

Tebow completed eight passes for 138 yards and ran eight times for 78 and wasn't picked off Sunday. 

But what best suits him right now is throwing occasionally and running -- he averaged 9.8 yards a carry. 

That said, the Texans have the worst pass defense (275.1 yards) in the NFL. They've surrendered 31 touchdown passes compared to 19 in 2009. It wouldn't hurt to see if Tebow can test them. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... One player clearly getting a future audition as the season comes to a merciful end is backup running back Lance Ball. 

A spate of injuries in camp made Ball the go-to rusher in the preseason, and after a practice squad stint, he's since surpassed both Correll Buckhalter and Laurence Maroney in the pecking order. 

On Sunday, with Knowshon Moreno knocked out of the game, Ball didn't do much to help his case. He rushed for 20 yards on 15 carries; worse, he dropped a sure touchdown pass. 

"It was going to be a tough catch," he said. "I thought (the linebacker) was going to block it, but it went through his hands. It would have been a good catch, but it turned out how it turned out. You've just got to move on." 

As the Sports Xchange suggested, Denver is almost certainly going to cut ties with Maroney and Buckhalter moving forward. LenDale White still is rehabilitating from a torn Achilles and won't start running to at least next month. 

Given Moreno's injury problems, it would hardly be surprising if Denver added a veteran running back or a young sparkplug from the draft to the mix before 2011. 

"I think every game, every day in practice I'm getting better," Ball said. "It's good to put something on film and see what I've got. And hopefully things work out. ..." 

For the record Moreno (ribs) and kicker Matt Prater (groin) are all considered questionable heading into the week of practice. 

Steven Hauschka, filling in for Prater, likely will earn himself a look with another team after a solid performance in muddy conditions in Oakland. Hauschka had some issues in his first game at Arizona but had worked only sparingly with his holder/snapper. 

Those timing issues were smoothed over, and Hauschka nailed kicks of 46, 35 and 45 yards Sunday. ... 

The team placed fullback Spenser Larsen on injured reserve Tuesday due to the ankle injury he suffered last week. 

And finally. ... It took until his 27th game, but tight end Richard Quinn at last has his first NFL catch. Quinn, a second-round pick in 2009, caught a 9-yarder from Tebow in the final minute of the third quarter. 

Look for Quinn to see time at fullback this week. 
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QB: Tim Tebow, Kyle Orton, Brady Quinn 
RB: Knowshon Moreno, Lance Ball, Correll Buckhalter, Laurence Maroney 
FB: Richard Quinn 
WR: Brandon Lloyd, Jabar Gaffney, Eddie Royal, Eric Decker, Britt Davis, Demaryius Thomas 
TE: Daniel Graham, Richard Quinn, Dan Coats 
PK: Matt Prater, Steven Hauschka 
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DETROIT LIONS
For the first time in more than three years, the Lions returned home with a victory. ... The Lions snapped their NFL-record streak of 26 road losses Sunday when they beat Tampa Bay 23-20 in overtime, and although head coach Jim Schwartz is trying not to act too giddy over the accomplishment, there was no denying the thrill Detroit felt when Dave Rayner kicked the winning field goal. 

"It was exciting for the sideline. It was exciting, I'm sure, for the city. It was exciting for the players," Schwartz said Monday. "It was a long time coming." 

Now, the Lions will work on a different sort of streak. They've won two games in a row -- the first time that's happened since 2007. Before beating Tampa Bay, Detroit edged Green Bay at home 7-3 the previous weekend. 

The Lions are 7-47 since a 6-2 start in 2007. 

As Associated Press sports writer Noah Trister suggested, Detroit (4-10) has a long way to go before contending for the playoffs, but there have been signs all season that Schwartz and his players were making progress. The Lions have lost seven games by single digits, so perhaps they were bound to win some close ones eventually. 

"We've talked about being battle-hardened and being in those situations," Schwartz said. "Just like in some of our losses when we were unfortunate in some circumstances, we were fortunate in some circumstances in this one and we'll take it however we can get it." 

The Lions ended the road skid with their top two quarterbacks injured and their No. 3 playing through a sore shoulder. Drew Stanton took the snaps Sunday and led Detroit to a tying field goal on the final play of regulation. 

Rayner then won it with a 34-yard field goal in overtime. 

Schwartz was particularly proud of the fact that the last two wins came against teams that will finish at least .500. 

"Two weeks in a row we had teams (whose) backs were against the wall to win for their playoff chances," Schwartz said. "I think it says a lot about our guys that they didn't back down from either of those situations. They've had some difficult things to deal with, some adverse things, and it would be easy for someone who lacks determination and lacks good character to go the other way in those situations, but our guys bowed up and played two games and had a lot of pride coming out with a win on both of those." 

Detroit heads to Florida again this week for another road game, this one against the Miami Dolphins. And they do so with uncertainty at quarterback. 

According to FOXSportsDetroit.com's Mike O'Hara, sources close to the Lions said Monday that Stanton has a third-degree separation of the left shoulder but he will try to play in Sunday's game at Miami. 

Stanton was hit on the Lions' last possession and went to the locker room, where he was given a pain-killing injection that allowed him to return in the second half and play the rest of the game. 

Stanton is a right-handed passer. Playing with the injury would largely be a matter of how much discomfort he can tolerate and still be able to function. 

His running was limited in the second half Sunday because of the injury. 

Schwartz did not specifically address Stanton's injury at his regular Monday press conference. He said a decision about a starter will be made later in the week, based on several criteria. 

"Health of all the other quarterbacks, the availability of all the other quarterbacks, health of Drew -- all those other things will go into it," Schwartz said when asked how he'll decide who starts. "We'll cross that bridge Wednesday when we get to it. You're not going to paint me into a corner on who the starter's going to be or what the criteria's going to be. 

"We'll make the best decision for the football team and probably won't announce it until maybe Sunday." 

The Lions have four quarterbacks on the roster, and now three of them have injuries. 

Matthew Stafford has started only three games this season because of two injuries to his right (passing) shoulder. Shaun Hill, the No. 2 quarterback, has missed five starts because of a broken left forearm and a broken index finger on his right (passing) hand. 

The only injury-free quarterback is rookie Zac Robinson, who was claimed off waivers earlier in the season. But Hill was listed as Stanton's backup last Sunday and could have played if needed. 

We got a clue as the possible outcome in Wednesday's practice, however, when Hill was the one taking snaps with the first-string offense. Hill had his injured right finger taped during the session. Stafford wasn't on the field during the early parts of practice open to the media. 

While Hill now looks like the favorite, those interested will need to check back as the week progresses. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Running back Jahvid Best has also been banged up and carried the ball only six times against Tampa Bay, but Maurice Morris ran for 109 yards behind an offensive line that also held the Buccaneers without a sack. 

Maurice is the first 100-yard rusher for the Lions this season. The last 100-yard performance for a Lions running back was Morris' 126 yards against the Cardinals in Week 15 of last season. 

Since taking over as lead back four games ago, Morris is averaging 5.5 yards per carry. ... 

Brandon Pettigrew has come into his own in this, his second season in the league. 

Pettigrew's 629 receiving yards this season passes tight end Jim Gibbons (604 in 1960) for third-most in a single season among Lions' tight ends. Pettigrew is just the fourth tight end in team history to record 600 receiving yards in a season, joining Charlie Sanders (656 in 1969), David Hill (633 in 1978) and Gibbons (605 in 1964 and 604 in 1960). 

Pettigrew caught two passes for 25 yards Sunday, but he continued a disturbing trend. He has been called for offensive pass interference four times this season. According to the Sports Xchange, this one, like at least two of the others, was extremely questionable. ... 

Calvin Johnson was targeted 12 times, catching 10 passes for 152 yards. The reason he got so much work? The Bucs thought they could load the box and blitz Stanton. The result was single coverage on Johnson which the Lions exploited. 

Nate Burleson caught four passes for 28 yards, including an 11-yard touchdown, and he ran a reverse for 25 yards. What doesn't show up on the stat sheet are the blocks he threw downfield on several of Morris' longer runs. 

According to the Xchange, Burleson has proven to be as complete a receiver as the Lions have had. ... 

And finally. ... Rayner did something Sunday no other kicker in Lions history had done before, not Jason Hanson or Eddie Murray who handled the kicking chores in Detroit for 30-plus years. He kicked a game-tying field goal at the end of regulation and a game-winner in overtime in the same game. 
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QB: Shaun Hill, Drew Stanton, Zac Robinson, Matthew Stafford 
RB: Jahvid Best, Maurice Morris, Aaron Brown 
FB: Jerome Felton 
WR: Calvin Johnson, Nate Burleson, Bryant Johnson, Stefan Logan 
TE: Brandon Pettigrew, Tony Scheffler, Will Heller 
PK: Dave Rayner 
=========================

=========================
GREEN BAY PACKERS
As ESPNMilwaukee.com's Jason Wilde reported it Tuesday night: "The text message was brief and to the point, and the only thing easier to read Tuesday evening was the excitement coming from Aaron Rodgers' iPhone. 

"I'm baaaaaaacckkkk." 

After seeing his 46-game consecutive starts streak (including playoffs) snapped when he was inactive for Sunday night's 31-27 loss to the New England Patriots because of a concussion suffered Dec. 12 at Detroit, the Green Bay Packers quarterback said he has passed all the requisite cognitive tests and been cleared by both team physician Dr. John Gray and an independent neurologist, clearing the way for him to return to action for Sunday's must-win game against the New York Giants at Lambeau Field. 

Rodgers' return wasn't unexpected, but it wasn't a foregone conclusion, either. A number of NFL players have taken longer than a week to be cleared following concussions, under the league's new guidelines. 

The Packers' loss to the Patriots with backup Matt Flynn at quarterback, coupled with the Chicago Bears' 40-14 victory over the Minnesota Vikings Monday night, clinched the NFC North division title for the Bears and eliminated one more route for the Packers to reach the postseason. 

Green Bay (8-6) can still make the playoffs, and its simplest route is to beat fellow NFC playoff contender New York (9-5) and then beat the Bears (10-4) on Jan. 2 at Lambeau Field. If the Packers win those two games, no matter what else happens in the NFC, they'll make the playoffs as a wild card. 

Having Rodgers, who suffered the first diagnosed concussion of his football life on Oct. 10 at Washington, back under center certainly will help their chances. 

Rodgers suffered his second concussion in nine weeks when his head hit the Ford Field turf hard following an 18-yard scramble after being tackled by Detroit's Amari Spievey and Landon Johnson with 2 minute 43 seconds left in the first half in the team's 7-3 loss to the Lions. 

Rodgers had been listed as doubtful on the team's official injury report last Friday, but there seemed to be some hope that he might still play when he acted like his normal self during a surprise visit to the locker room during media access following practice and McCarthy backtracked on an earlier statement that a decision would be made by Saturday. 

Then, on Saturday morning, the team downgraded Rodgers to out and promoted practice-squad quarterback Graham Harrell to the 53-man roster to back up Flynn against the Patriots. 

It was unclear exactly how far Rodgers advanced through the protocol last week; all team officials were willing to say last Saturday was that Rodgers was not far enough along in the process to be medically cleared. Rodgers would have had to show Gray that he was symptom-free (no headaches, blurred vision, sensitivity to light, etc.) and able to test equal to a baseline neuropsychological exam he took before the season. The independent neurologist then would have examined him and determined whether or not he should be cleared. 

On Tuesday, Rodgers got the news he was hoping for. 

On Wednesday, he returned to practice. 

According to the Associated Press, Rodgers took the majority of snaps during the portion of practice open to reporters Wednesday morning. Flynn and Graham Harrell also got a few snaps. ... 

For what it's worth, Flynn played well in Rodgers' place, throwing for 251 yards with three touchdowns and an interception. He nearly rallied the Packers late in the fourth quarter, but a late drive ended with a sack. 

"It's a tough one to swallow," Flynn said after the game. "It makes you sit there and think what you could have done different, make a play here, just things that kind of eat you up that you can't stop thinking about. It's definitely tough to swallow, but we've got to look forward. We've got two games left and we've still got things in front of us." 

Flynn credited Rodgers with helping him out during his first career start. 

"Me and Aaron talked all week," Flynn said. "He just told me to cut it loose and have fun out there, trust your preparation, trust your reads. He was with me the whole time on the sideline, talking to me. He was a big help to me." 

Flynn said his inexperience wasn't a factor on the final drive. 

The Packers were driving toward what could have been a game-winning touchdown, but got bogged down after a sack forced them to burn their third timeout with just under a minute remaining. A third-down pass from Flynn to Donald Driver came close to the first down marker, but the Packers lost valuable time while waiting to officials to determine if it was first down or fourth down. 

They ended up a yard short. Flynn got one last snap off with the clock running down, but was sacked on the final play. 

"That third-down play, we couldn't really tell if we got the first down or not," Flynn said. "We would have gone up and clocked the ball and had an opportunity to call a better play, but once they spotted it late, it was fourth down and we just had to go. I don't feel like it was inexperience. I've been around the game and we work 2-minute drills all the time." 

According to Associated Press sports writer Chris Jenkins, McCarthy said the sack earlier in the drive hurt the Packers' ability to manage the clock, but the coach wasn't critical of the way Flynn handled the final two plays. 

"I thought that Matt did fine with the operation of the third-down to the fourth-down play," McCarthy said. "They went with a three-man rush, Matt tried to extend the play -- which you like to do there -- and he was sacked." 

Other notes of interest. ... As the Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel pointed out, the Packers desperately needed to run the ball to use up clock and keep Tom Brady and New England's offense off the field. 

The coaches made Jackson a big part of the game plan and he more than held up his end of the bargain. Jackson carried a season-high 22 times for 99 yards (4.5 average) as the Packers finished with 143 rushing yards. 

His heavy-duty workload -- he had 21 rushes in the previous three games combined -- helped Green Bay to a huge advantage in time of possession (40 minutes 48 seconds to New England's 19:12). Jackson also caught one pass for 3 yards and finished with 102 yards from scrimmage. 

But where was James Starks? 

On Dec. 5, in his NFL debut, the sixth-round draft choice gained 73 yards on 18 carries in a 34-16 victory over San Francisco. It appeared the Packers finally had a big back (6-2 inches, 222 pounds) with breakaway speed. 

Starks struggled the next week, gaining just 8 yards in six carries, but the entire offense was flat in a 7-3 loss to the Detroit Lions. On Sunday, Starks was inactive. 

Perhaps there is something in Starks' practice habits that doesn't sit well with the coaches. Maybe the coaches just felt Jackson, Dimitri Nance and John Kuhn were better suited for the game plan against New England. 

It will be interesting to see if Starks plays this week. ... 

Jordy Nelson needs one catch over the last two games in order for the Packers to have five players with at least 40 receptions. The last time Green Bay had that many players with 40 or more catches was 1980. Greg Jennings, James Jones, Driver and Jackson already have at least 40. 

Jennings wasn't a big target in the passing game Sunday with Flynn at the helm. Jennings had only four receptions for 30 yards, but he did score on a 1-yard throw from Flynn. Jennings has 12 touchdown catches, matching his career high in 2007. After three straight 100-yard receiving games, Jennings has all of 82 yards with eight catches in the last two games. 

Driver also had a bit role in the passing game Sunday, registering only three catches for 31 yards. Driver doesn't have a 100-yard game this season and, with just 480 yards, is highly unlikely to extend his team-record streak of six 1,000-yard seasons. 

Tight end Andrew Quarless had only two catches for 12 yards Sunday, a week after the rookie posted season highs of five catches and 62 receiving yards. Quarless did draw an unnecessary-roughness penalty on cornerback Devin McCourty for a helmet-to-helmet hit after Quarless dropped the throw from Flynn. 
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QB: Aaron Rodgers, Matt Flynn 
RB: Brandon Jackson, John Kuhn, Dimitri Nance, James Starks 
FB: John Kuhn, Quinn Johnson, Korey Hall 
WR: Greg Jennings, Donald Driver, James Jones, Jordy Nelson, Brett Swain 
TE: Andrew Quarless, Tom Crabtree, Donald Lee 
PK: Mason Crosby 
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HOUSTON TEXANS
According to Houston Chronicle staffer John McClain, head coach Gary Kubiak said today he's "disappointed" the Texans are out of the playoffs for a fifth consecutive season but plans to win the last two games against Denver and Jacksonville so they can finish 7-9. 

The problem is that his players played at Tennessee as if they want to get him and the coaches fired. They fell behind 21-0 in the first quarter before losing 31-17. 

"We're in a rut right now," Kubiak said. "We're struggling, and we're still searching for answers." 

Kubiak declined to comment on speculation that he's going to be fired but said he hasn't changed his feelings in that he's more worried about his assistant coaches and players. 

Starting three weeks ago, there were reports that former Steelers coach Bill Cowher has the Texans on his list of potential teams he'd like to coach. Cowher hasn't confirmed or denied it publicly. 

"I don't know anything about that," Kubiak said. 

The Texans have lost seven of eight games after their 4-2 start. They're 5-9 and in last place in the AFC South by themselves. They had hoped to win their last three games, finish at .500 and salvage something positive out of a disappointing year. 

Instead, their seventh loss in eight games guaranteed another losing season. 

So what now? 

"You play for your pride," Kubiak said. "You're a pro football player, you're a coach, you're paid to do a job. Obviously the stakes change for you but. ... It should not change the way we go about our business or do our job." 

According to the Associated Press, players and coaches agree that the key to winning these last two games, starting with Denver, will be to start fast after being outscored 96-36 in the first quarter this season. 

The problem was perhaps the worst on Sunday when Tennessee jumped out to a 21-0 first quarter lead in a 31-17 victory. 

"I think it has been a combination of things," Kubiak said. "It's not one area. It hits all areas. When you go four-and-out and three-and-out and you give up three touchdowns in the first three touches of the ball, the team is not going to play well." 

Receiver Andre Johnson was at a loss when asked why Houston has had so much trouble in the first quarter this season, but he did have an idea of why they can't seem to win lately. 

"I don't think we've been very consistent as a team," he said. "I think if you look at the first six games we were pretty consistent, making plays, when bad things happened we were able to overcome them. After that we haven't been able to do that. We haven't made plays and when bad things happen we haven't been able to dig ourselves out of the hole." 

Johnson, who was drafted before Houston's second season in 2003, believed this would be the year the Texans finally reached the postseason. The team's dive after such a good start was particularly disheartening to him. 

"You have expectations and you don't reach them so it's frustrating," he said. "Especially when you know you have a team that's very talented. We just haven't been able to do what we need to do to get to where we want to be. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... Matt Schaub was sacked four times and hit a lot more by the Titans. He emerged from the game sore all over and spent a lot of time in the training room after the game. 

"It wasn't good enough," Kubiak said about the pass protection. "He got hit (a lot). We did not do a good job on the edges. We haven't been protecting well. We've got to protect better." 

Schaub is seven touchdowns and four interceptions short of equaling last season's totals of 29 and 15. Barring injury, he's almost guaranteed of reaching 4,000 yards for a second consecutive season. Schaub has 3,807 yards. ... 

And finally. ... Arian Foster wasn't able to play in the fourth quarter against the Titans because of ankle and hip injuries. He finished with 15 yards on 11 carries. Foster said he would have tried to play if necessary. 

Kubiak said Foster's ankle was bothering him too much to risk returning him to the game. 

Foster continues to lead the league with 1,345 yards rushing. He expects to start at Denver. 
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QB: Matt Schaub, Dan Orlovsky, Matt Leinart 
RB: Arian Foster, Derrick Ward, Steve Slaton 
FB: Vonta Leach 
WR: Andre Johnson, Kevin Walter, Jacoby Jones, Dorin Dickerson 
TE: Joel Dreessen, Owen Daniels, James Casey, Garrett Graham 
PK: Neil Rackers 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS
The Colts can't afford to let up now. As Associated Press sports writer Michael Marot noted on Tuesday, two straight wins have put them back in position to win the AFC South. 

Two more will give them a seventh division title in eight years. And one slip up could ruin the whole darn thing. 

"The scenario has not changed," head coach Jim Caldwell said Monday. "If we get a couple of victories, we'll be in basically the same position." 

That's win and keep playing -- or make-it, take-it as Caldwell prefers to describe this situation. 

For the Colts (8-6), things can't get much simpler. 

With a 34-24 victory over division-leading Jacksonville on Sunday, Indy squared the head-to-head tiebreaker and the division records, though each team still has one divisional game remaining. If both finish with the same conference record, which would happen if the Colts and Jags win their final two games, Indy would have the advantage among common opponents. 

Win at Oakland and at home against Tennessee, and the Colts will be back in the playoffs for a ninth straight season. 

Like everything else this season, though, it's not going to be easy. 

Indy is dealing with yet another setback after losing receiver Austin Collie to a concussion. The second-year receiver was injured late in the first half Sunday when Jacksonville linebacker Daryl Smith appeared to hit him in the head with his forearm as Collie went low to make a catch. 

Unfortunately for Collie, it's been a recurring theme. 

Enough so that the Colts will place him on season-ending injured reserve. 

Since Nov. 7, Collie has played in only three quarters, leaving two games with diagnosed concussions and a third with what the team described as "concussion-like symptoms." 

How important has Collie been this season? Despite missing five full games and more than a half in three others, he leads all Indy receivers with eight TD catches, is second in receptions (58) and third in yards (649). 

And when four-time league MVP Peyton Manning was mired in the worst slump of his pro career, Collie was watching from afar. 

When he returned against the Jags, for what amounted to an elimination game in Indy, Manning threw 10 passes to Collie in the first half. He caught eight for 87 yards and two TDs, and, perhaps not surprisingly, his presence helped open things up for Indy's suddenly rejuvenated ground game. 

Even though the Colts will have to finish the playoff push without Collie, they have at least begun playing more like defending AFC champs. 

In addition to improving on defense, Indy has added balance to the offense. 

The Colts ran 32 times, compared with 35 passes, against the Titans and ran 24 times while throwing 39 against Jacksonville. 

Clearly, it's made a difference in Manning's play. He's thrown four TD passes and no interceptions over the past two weeks -- a stark contrast to the 11 picks he threw in the preceding three games. 

"Your play-action, it (balance) probably gives it a little more pop," Manning said. "Collie's second touchdown was on play-action, so we've got to keep that going." 

As Marot summed up, "With or without Collie. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... Donald Brown is coming off a career-high 129-yard rushing game against the Jaguars. Brown, the Colts' top draft pick in 2009, has battled a series of injuries through his first two seasons in the league. 

"I think Donald early in the year was kind of nursing a little injury here a little injury there and hadn't gotten good, solid practice and hadn't gotten into the flow of things. He was kind of just working his way back where now he just feels really healthy," Caldwell said. 

"I think you see literally the same thing you saw last year from him. There were spurts where he would pop out of there for fairly significant runs from time to time, and that's what you saw yesterday. He does have that ability. He is guy that will hit creases on you and once he gets out front he can cover some ground. He was pretty effective. ..." 

Joseph Addai (neck) was a pre-game inactive Sunday against the Jaguars. It's not known if Addai will be cleared to play against the Raiders this week. The same goes for Mike Hart (ankle). ... 

According to the Sports Xchange, Manning is 323 yards shy of throwing for the most yards on the road in a single season. Manning has thrown for at least 300 yards in six of the team's seven road games while completing 68.0 percent of his passes for 2,426 yards and 17 touchdowns. 

He is averaging 347 passing yards per game on the road this season. Warren Moon holds the record with 2,748 yards passing yards in 1990. Moon completed 59.1 percent of his passes in road games with 17 touchdowns. 

Pierre Garcon has been impressive in recent weeks with his play not only in catching the football but what he does with it after the catch. Garcon's ability to break tackles and make yards after the catch has been impressive. 

But Wayne remains the top target of Manning. 

"I do think Reggie is just a guy that through the years has gotten better and better through the season. He's always been a great player but because of his work ethic, just being a smart veteran, he's just improving and has always kind of played his best football late in the year. I don't know if it's necessarily the opponent, it's just a credit to him," Manning said. 

"He's been unbelievably consistent. His route running, his understanding of defenses, his run blocking, he is just an all around consistent player that has played at a high level every single year." 

And finally. ... Jacob Tamme has played though nagging injuries as he fills in for injured starter Dallas Clark. Tamme has been bothered by a sore knee in recent weeks and he got dinged up a bit in the first half of last week's win over Jacksonville. But he's still a very viable option for Fantasy owners. 
[image: image26]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 PT  [image: image27]
QB: Peyton Manning, Curtis Painter 
RB: Donald Brown, Javarris James, Dominic Rhodes, Mike Hart, Joseph Addai 
FB: Gijon Robinson 
WR: Reggie Wayne, Pierre Garcon, Blair White, Taj Smith 
TE: Jacob Tamme, Gijon Robinson, Brody Eldridge 
PK: Adam Vinatieri 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
According to Associated Press sports writer Mark Long, Maurice Jones-Drew stood in front of his locker Monday and took all the blame for Jacksonville's crucial loss at Indianapolis. 

The team's season-low 67 yards rushing? His fault. 

The two fumbles in the third quarter? Both on him. 

The failed short-yardage conversions? His bad. 

"You've got to man up," Jones-Drew said. "I didn't play well. Everybody else, guys were doing a great job. I didn't play well at all. There's no sugarcoating it at all." 

Jones-Drew finished with 46 yards rushing, ending his streak of 100-yard games at six. It was his worst performance in 10 games against the Colts. He played with a sore right knee but insisted that was no excuse for his struggles. 

"I'm not going to blame my knee for how I performed," he told Long. "I just didn't perform. I hold myself to a higher standard than that. After the game, I pretty much wanted to cry because I felt like I let the team down with two fumbles and not being able to convert on fourth downs, on the goal line, certain things like that. I realize I've got to go back home and fix what I have to fix and get ready to roll for this weekend." 

The 34-24 setback was Jacksonville's second loss in seven games and ruined the team's shot at clinching the AFC South. Now, the Jaguars (8-6) need help to avoid missing the playoffs for the ninth time in the last 11 years. 

The clearest postseason scenario for Jacksonville is to beat Washington and Houston, and have the Colts lose at Oakland or against Tennessee. 

Jacksonville's best chance probably includes a rapid recovery by Jones-Drew, who injured his knee in a victory against the Raiders and missed two days of practice last week. 

"I've got to do whatever I can to get back to help this team to win," he said. 

Jacksonville's star player was stopped for no gain on a first-and-goal play in the first quarter, and then lost three yards on second down. The Jaguars had to settle for a field goal, failing to get valuable points against one of the league's top scoring teams. 

The running game really started to unravel in the second half. Jones-Drew and quarterback David Garrard botched two handoffs to start the third, one on fourth-and-1 at Jacksonville's 39-yard line and the other on a first-down option play. Garrard was credited with both fumbles, but Jones-Drew said they were his fault. 

"It was tough," he said. "After watching the tape and seeing how it went down, I've got to be much better than that. I owe it to this team and everyone in this organization to be a better player than that." 

Long was quick to note that teammates and head coach Jack Del Rio shook their heads when told Jones-Drew was shouldering the blame. 

"It was definitely not Maurice's fault," Garrard said. "We all had our own individual issues that we messed up in the game. When you have a number of guys collectively making mistakes, then you're going to have those of performances and you're going to miss those opportunities. When you're playing a team like the Colts. ... You can't have any slip-ups or any mistakes. You really have to play lights-out football. There's too many times we didn't." 

Garrard had a costly interception. Mike Thomas muffed a punt. Offensive tackles Eugene Monroe and Jordan Black got beat left and right. Josh Scobee had a poor onside kick that was returned for a touchdown. 

And the defense gave up 155 rushing yards, including two long runs by Donald Brown. 

Del Rio was adamant that there was enough blame to go around. 

"We all had opportunities to do things better," he said, adding that Jones-Drew deserves credit for playing through injuries. "He's been banged up a little bit most of the year. I think he's answered the bell all year for us. ... This guy has been a champion all year. I thought he was ready (Sunday). 

"It doesn't end up going our way and so that's easy to say now after the fact. He did everything he could to answer for us, to be there in a big moment. I have a lot of respect for that. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... According to Florida Times-Union staffer Tania Ganguli, Garrard said his injured hamstring didn't bother him during Sunday's game. Garrard was listed as questionable on Friday's injury report after straining his hamstring in practice the previous day. 

"My hamstring was fine. I knew after Friday how good it was feeling, it probably wouldn't be an issue," Garrard said. "So it felt great all day. I didn't feel it grab one time." 

Garrard did have some trouble with his fingers. He said a hit by one of Indianapolis' pass-rushers, Dwight Freeney or Robert Mathis, left his fingers in pain. Garrard had X-rays at Lucas Oil Stadium but said he doesn't expect his fingers to be a problem, either. 

"I really didn't want to do it, I knew my fingers are OK," Garrard said of the X-rays. "A little ice little treatment, they [the trainers] wanted me to go with them to make sure." 

Garrard threw two touchdowns in the 34-24 loss to become the franchise's single-season leader in TD passes with 22. The previous mark was 20 by Mark Brunell in 1998 and 2000. ... 

Thomas leads the team with 59 catches for 712 yards after catching three for 63 yards against the Colts. He also returned a punt 78 yards for a touchdown. 
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QB: David Garrard, Trent Edwards 
RB: Maurice Jones-Drew, Rashad Jennings, Deji Karim 
FB: Greg Jones, Montell Owens 
WR: Mike Sims-Walker, Mike Thomas, Kassim Osgood, Jason Hill, Tiquan Underwood 
TE: Marcedes Lewis, Zach Miller 
PK: Josh Scobee 
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KANSAS CITY CHIEFS
According to Associated Press sports writer Doug Tucker, there's nothing like a brutal loss to bring out the best in the Kansas City Chiefs. 

It's not that fiascos such as 49-29 (loss to Broncos) and 31-0 (loss to Chargers) make them thirsty for revenge. Getting their heads handed to them seems to draw the Chiefs together and help everyone refocus and fortify their resolve. 

The must-win in St. Louis is only the latest example. 

The week before, the San Diego Chargers had taken advantage of quarterback Matt Cassel's absence to thoroughly outplay the Chiefs in a shutout that cut Kansas City's lead in the AFC West to one game. But the Chiefs responded on Sunday with one of their best defensive efforts of the year in a 27-13 victory over the Rams. 

This is the same Chiefs team that went on a three-game winning streak after falling behind a franchise-record 35-0 in the first half and losing 49-29 in Denver on Nov. 14. 

"When you have a loss like that, you think, ‘How the heck are we ever going to win again?"' said head coach Todd Haley. "It's human nature and it's the nature of the league. It's hard to win each week and when you have a game like we had a couple of weeks ago, it's even harder to respond." 

But so far, the Chiefs (9-5) have responded well. 

While keeping a close eye on his players throughout the week, Haley had an intuitive sense that they would and he gave them Monday off as a reward. 

The coach was keeping an even closer eye on Cassel, who was a game-time decision just 11 days after an emergency appendectomy. In a clutch performance, Cassel endured three sacks and took a couple of hard shots right where his appendix used to be. But he rallied his team and even had a 13-yard scramble for a first down. 

"He's playing fearlessly and that's just such a sign of toughness and mental toughness," Haley said. 

While his numbers were pedestrian -- 15 of 29 for 184 yards, one TD pass, one interception, teammates couldn't have more impressed. Cassel said he had no doubt that he would miss only one game because of the procedure, but nobody else around the team was that confident going into Sunday's game. 

"One of the doctors texted me before the game and said I'm more nervous than you are," Cassel said after the game. "Other than that, my family knows I wouldn't put myself in jeopardy and knows I'm a competitor. They gave me their blessings and said, 'Go get 'em.' 

"All I went by is feel; I felt good over the course of the week, and I felt better each and every day leading up to the game." 

Because of Cassel's background, he wasn't willing to miss any games. 

As the Sports Xchange noted, when you don't start in four years of eligibility at Southern California and then go several more years without starts in New England, the chance to play becomes almost sacred. 

"I was telling the guys before the game, we have to embrace the opportunity we have," Cassel said. "We don't have many more left. Have fun out there, because not many people get to do it, we should look at it as a blessing and we should have fun when we get the chance to play." 

Against the Rams, Cassel had fun, and he was emotional. After scrambling for the above-mentioned first down, he bounced back up off the turf and pumped his fist at a group of Chiefs fans sitting in the end zone of the Edwards Jones Dome. 

"We got inspired when he came out to play, and we got all fired up when he was out there running around, throwing his body everywhere and getting up and pumping his fist," defensive end Wallace Gilberry said. "He held nothing back." 

Plus he kept his sense of humor. 

"I will say I was a little nervous going into the game, just because for 28 years of my life I played every game with my appendix and today was my first game without," Cassel said with a grin. ... 

Now, with Cassel's health of decreasing concern, the Chiefs need is to complete another three-game win streak and they're AFC West champions and there's nothing San Diego can do about it. Adding to their confidence, both games are in their own Arrowhead Stadium, where they're unbeaten in six games. 

This week it's Tennessee, followed on Jan. 2 by a visit from the Oakland Raiders. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... As Kansas City Star staffer Kent Babb noted, Jamaal Charles has a sense of timing. ... On Sunday, after the Rams stole momentum with a fourth-quarter touchdown, the Chiefs were trying to run out the final 4 minutes and protect their 20-13 lead. 

Instead, on the first play, Charles broke free for an 80-yard run. 

The only imperfection was that Charles, for one reason or another, didn't quite reach the end zone. Rams cornerback Ron Bartell caught up with him and brought Charles down at St. Louis 2, and he didn't pop up the way he does so often. 

No matter. After trainers tended briefly to Charles, he walked off the field, and Thomas Jones reached the end zone on the next play. 

After the victory, and after Charles' teammates were assured he wasn't injured, his performance was worth smiling about. 

"I'm on him a little bit about getting caught there at the end," guard Brian Waters said. "I know he's going to claim he got cramped up, but we'll see." 

Jones said it was humid inside the Edward Jones Dome, and he added that he could understand if Charles had cramps. Charles, who finished with 126 yards in 11 carries, was helped off the field twice Sunday, but he was seen jogging in the tunnel after the game and appeared to be fine. He was receiving treatment after the game and didn't speak with reporters. 

Haley said he was impressed not only by Charles' long run but also that he kept saying he wanted to get back into the game when trainers suggested that he take a breather. 

"He's something else," Haley said. "Our guys are trying to get him out; he wasn't leaving. He wanted to stay in.… You just see him growing up before our eyes. Those are things that make you happy as a coach." 

As Babb suggested, Charles has done plenty this season to make the Chiefs happy. He's among the league's leaders in rushing, and on Sunday he passed 1,300 yards for the season. Charles could become the Chiefs' first 1,500-yard rusher since Larry Johnson surpassed that number in 2006 and '07. 

Jones has shared the workload with Charles, and that's allowed him to enter the last two weeks of the season feeling fresher and stronger than in recent seasons. The 32-year-old is on pace to carry the ball 242 times. That would be the fewest number of carries for Jones since the 2004 season, when he was in Chicago. 

Worth noting: Jones became the 25th NFL player to rush for 10,000 yards, reaching the mark during the third quarter of Sunday's game. ... 

Cassel's interception in St. Louis came on a strange play in which wideout Dwayne Bowe and tight end Tony Moeaki were in the same place at the same time. They don't draw up plays like that. Bowe caught only two passes. Overall, the Chiefs averaged 12.3 yards per completion and just over six yards per attempt. 

And finally. ... Ryan Succop hit a 53-yard field goal against the Rams, matching the longest of his two-year career. Succop hit a 53-yarder against Baltimore in the 2009 season opener. He's 1-for-3 this year from 50 yards and longer, and 3-for-8 over his two seasons. 
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QB: Matt Cassel, Brodie Croyle, Tyler Palko 
RB: Jamaal Charles, Thomas Jones, Jackie Battle 
FB: Tim Castille, Mike Cox 
WR: Dwayne Bowe, Dexter McCluster, Verran Tucker, Terrance Copper, Chris Chambers 
TE: Tony Moeaki, Leonard Pope 
PK: Ryan Succop 
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MIAMI DOLPHINS
As South-Florida Sun Sentinel staffer Omar Kelly notes, the Dolphins have had an identity crisis on offense all season. 

Head coach Tony Sparano ideally wants a ball control offense that features a power rushing attack. Problem is the running game has limped through the season, averaging 3.7 yards per carry. 

"We hang our hat on the run, but sometimes out of necessity we need to get away from that," tight end Anthony Fasano admits. 

That's where the team runs into a trouble considering its conservative nature. A day after the final two drives of Sunday's 17-14 loss to Buffalo fizzled, Sparano labeled his hurry-up offense as "just average." 

So what can this offense lean on? 

"We haven't really found ourselves," Fasano said. "We haven't played consistent enough to find ourselves and put a label on what type of offense we are." 

And whose fault is that, considering the Dolphins added Pro Bowl receiver Brandon Marshall and rebuilt the offensive line this offseason to assist Chad Henne's development? 

Even though offensive coordinator Dan Henning has gotten the majority of the blame for the offense's lackluster performance this season, which features an uninspiring unraveling in the past three games, Kelly reports the players believe they should be held accountable, too. 

"Put it on our shoulders. Whatever is called, we're not going to point our fingers at our coaches or players. Whatever is called, we have to execute," Henne said. "It's execution." 

How about personnel decisions? 

During the summer, Bill Parcells and Co. rebuilt the interior of an offensive line that averaged 4.4 yards per carry, paved the way for 22 rushing touchdowns, and was one of four teams to rush for more than 2,000 yards in 2009. 

As Kelly pointed out, what they got in return is a ground game on pace to rush for 1,651 yards, and has scored six rushing touchdowns, the fewest in the NFL. 

In the first two seasons of Sparano's tenure, the tight ends were featured plenty. 

In 2008, Fasano and David Martin set franchise record for production at the position. Even though Martin was on injured reserve last season, the backup tight ends -- Joey Haynos and Kory Sperry -- continued to play a significant role, catching 22 passes for 193 yards and three touchdowns. 

This year's trio of backups to Fasano -- Jeron Mastrud, Mickey Shuler and Dedrick Epps, all undrafted rookies -- haven't caught a pass in 14 games. 

Henne is on pace to throw more touchdowns and interceptions this season, and his completion percentage (60.8 to 61.9) and quarterback rating (75.2 to 77.6) have improved slightly. But after 26 NFL starts (13-13 record) he's still in the bottom tier of the league's starting quarterbacks, coming in at No. 25. 

Whether he's fired or retires for the third time at the end of this season, most inside the Dolphins organization don't expect Henning to return in 2011. He's prepared to take the bullet for this year's struggles. 

Sparano said Henning has been "tremendous" for his development, and should be judged on his full body of work in his three seasons as the offensive play-caller. 

And when Marshall told reporters after the game that the offense is the season's scapegoat, Sparano said the disappointing year was a collective failure that also involved the defense and special teams. 

"It's easy to point blame, fellas, and I get it; it comes with the territory," Sparano said when addressing his offense, which is ranked 31st in the NFL in points per game (17.1). "I need to do a better job. Tony Sparano needs to do a better job." 

We'll go ahead and suggest Marshall's stance is the more accurate. 

Whatever the case, the bottom line remains the same: For the eighth time in nine years, Miami has fallen shy of the playoffs -- although this season it was more like a headfirst flop. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... According to the Sports Xchange, Henne has 17 completions of 25 yards or more in 13 games this season, but just four of those have gone for touchdowns. Last year, Henne played 14 games (13 starts) and had 14 completions of 25 yards or more, but just one went for a touchdown (a 53-yard bomb to Ted Ginn Jr. against the Jets). ... 

Ronnie Brown scored on a 6-yard run out of the Wildcat against the Bills. For Brown, it was his first Wildcat score since he tossed a 1-yard TD pass to Haynos at New England in Week 7 last year. It was Brown's first touchdown run out of the Wildcat since his 2-yard game-winner against the Jets with six seconds left in Game 5 last year. 

For what it's worth, Brown ,who could be a free agent in 2011, told Miami Herald staffer Jeff Darlington that he hopes to stay with the Dolphins. 

"I haven't given up hope," said Brown, whose contract with the Dolphins expires after this season. "I know there's a chance I won't be back here. You know, that's something I think about. It's tough because I've grown so attached to this community and this area." 

He doesn't want to sign anywhere else. 

"I do have to go into it with an open mind, realizing it is a possibility," Brown said. "I have to prepare myself so that if I'm not here next year, I won't go into any kind of depression or anything. ..." 

Ricky Williams needs five rushing touchdowns in the final two games to catch Larry Csonka atop the franchise's all-time list. That probably isn't very likely considering the Dolphins have scored six rushing touchdowns as a team all year. 

Marshall needs 29 catches for 185 yards in the final two games to reach 100 receptions and at least 1,000 receiving yards for the fourth straight year. Only Marvin Harrison was able to catch 100 passes in four straight seasons (1999-2002). 

Newly-signed receiver Kevin Curtis had one catch for 6 yards and one rush for 6 yards on an end-around in his Dolphins debut. The carry was the first for Curtis since 2006, when he carried four times for 4 yards with the Rams. 

For his career, Curtis has carried nine times for 39 yards (4.3-yard average) and a touchdown, with a long run of 15 yards. 

And finally. ... Dan Carpenter, after missing a career-worst four field-goal attempts Sunday, has made 28 of 38 (.737) attempts this season. Carpenter made at least 84 percent of his attempts in his previous two NFL seasons. 
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QB: Chad Henne, Tyler Thigpen 
RB: Ronnie Brown, Ricky Williams, Patrick Cobbs, Lex Hilliard 
FB: Lousaka Polite 
WR: Brandon Marshall, Davone Bess, Kevin Curtis, Roberto Wallace, Marlon Moore 
TE: Anthony Fasano, Jeron Mastrud, Mickey Shuler, Dedrick Epps 
PK: Dan Carpenter 
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MINNESOTA VIKINGS
In the wake of two embarrassingly lopsided losses, interim coach Leslie Frazier isn't giving up on Brett Favre and the Minnesota Vikings. 

According to Associated Press sports writer Jon Krawczynski, Frazier said he would not put Favre on season-ending injured reserve with a concussion and wouldn't rule out a return to the field before the season is over. 

"He's proven time and time again that he's capable of coming back and playing," Frazier said Tuesday. 

Favre made a surprise start against Chicago on Monday night after being ruled out on Saturday with a sprained right throwing shoulder. He threw for 63 yards with one touchdown and an interception before getting knocked out of the game in the second quarter on a sack by Bears defensive end Corey Wootton. 

Frazier said it was unlikely the 41-year-old quarterback could recover from the concussion in time to play Sunday at Philadelphia, but wouldn't rule out a return for the season finale at Detroit on Jan. 2. 

Favre has said several times this will be his last season, and Frazier said the veteran doesn't want to go out watching from the bench. 

"He doesn't want to let his teammates down," Frazier said. "He really wanted to play in front of the home fans last night for maybe the last time. That was important to him. I think more than anything he likes to compete and the fact that we've got two ballgames left, he's a guy who loves his teammates and loves to play. I think that's what motivates him more than anything." 

If Favre cannot play, rookie Joe Webb will be the starter with recently signed veteran Patrick Ramsey as the backup. The Vikings were also considering signing Rhett Bomar off the Giants practice squad as insurance. 

Coming in for Favre against the Bears, Webb went 15-for-26 for 129 yards with two interceptions and a 13-yard touchdown run. The Vikings turned the ball over five times in the 40-14 loss that dropped the Vikings to 5-9, assuring them of their first losing season since 2006. 

It's quite a downfall for the Vikings, who were one play away from going to the Super Bowl last season and brought everyone back for one more run. 

But as Krawczynski explained, everything that could go wrong has gone wrong in 2010. Favre has been injured, ineffective and the subject of a scandalous NFL investigation. Randy Moss returned and left in less than a month. Brad Childress was fired midseason. The veteran team has been ravaged by injuries to stars like Sidney Rice, Adrian Peterson, Steve Hutchinson and Percy Harvin. 

Adding insult to injury, the Metrodome's roof collapsed, forcing them to move one home game to Detroit (a loss to the Giants) and another one outside at the University of Minnesota on a cold, snowy evening. 

"I don't know what else could happen this year," rookie running back Toby Gerhart said. "It's been a crazy year. You've just got to push through it and keep playing." 

Perhaps worn down by all the drama, the Vikings have been outscored 61-17 in their last two games as they stagger toward the finish of a monumentally disappointing season. 

"I experienced the best of football last year and the worst of it this year," Harvin said after the loss to the Bears. "It'll definitely be a year to chalk up not as something to remember, but to remind us how quickly things can turn south if we don't continue to stay focused. It's a great lesson for us and I'm going to keep working hard and give it everything I've got." 

Frazier and most players insist they haven't given up this season, that their effort in practice and in the games has been satisfactory, but the results have not. 

The Vikings finish the season at Detroit (4-10) and could wind up last in the NFC North for the first time in 20 years. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Peterson's streak of 53 consecutive games played came to an end Monday as he was inactive because of a bruised thigh. Peterson had missed practices on Thursday and Friday and was listed as questionable on the injury report. It's unclear if he will play on Sunday night in Philadelphia. 

But Peterson's sore right knee and thigh are "improving," Frazier said on Monday and there are no discussions about shutting down the All-Pro halfback for the season. 

"We'll be cautious regarding Adrian, just making sure that he can do the things he has to do the things he has to do in order to perform before we put him back out there," said Frazier, who categorized Peterson's status as day-to-day. 

"And if he can go, then he'll get a chance to go, but if not, if there are any inhibitions, we won't put him at risk." 

Peterson did not practice Wednesday; those interested will want to watch for more. ... 

Gerhart started against the Bears and rushed for 77 yards on 16 carries. However, he had 68 of those yards on 12 first-half carries as the Vikings fell way behind in the second half and had to throw the ball. 
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QB: Joe Webb, Patrick Ramsey, Brett Favre 
RB: Adrian Peterson, Toby Gerhart, Lorenzo Booker 
FB: Naufahu Tahi 
WR: Sidney Rice, Percy Harvin, Bernard Berrian, Greg Lewis, Greg Camarillo, Hank Baskett 
TE: Visanthe Shiancoe, Jim Kleinsasser, Jeff Dugan 
PK: Ryan Longwell 
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NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS
As Associated Press sports writer Howard Ulman suggested Monday, even when they look beatable, the Patriots manage to win. 

They were outgained by 120 yards, held the ball for fewer than 20 minutes and watched the key to their success, Tom Brady, absorb his third straight three-sack game. 

The Patriots still held off the Green Bay Packers 31-27 on Sunday night for their sixth straight victory. But for a coach who keeps saying the statistic that overrides all those negative numbers is a higher point total than the opponent, Bill Belichick was very concerned. 

"We couldn't handle a lot of the basic things that they did and that was disappointing," he said, "but we had a few big plays there." 

Offensive lineman Dan Connolly's 71-yard kickoff return set up a touchdown with 1:08 left in the second quarter and the Patriots went into the locker room trailing by only 17-14. Kyle Arrington's 36-yard interception return for another touchdown 2:56 into the third pushed them into a 21-17 lead. 

Imagine where they would have been without those. 

"There was definitely urgency there in the second half," Brady said. "We didn't do too much to help ourselves throughout the entire game. There were so many long-yardage situations." 

On the first play of the game, the Packers recovered their onside kick. Patriots linebacker Jerod Mayo said the special teams weren't prepared for that. 

The defense had plenty of problems, too. It allowed the Packers to keep the ball for the final 4:22. But when it had to make a decisive stand it did, sacking Matt Flynn twice on the last four plays as time ran out. 

The Patriots (12-2) walked off the field still tied with Atlanta for the best record in the NFL. They scored 31 points or more for the sixth straight game and ninth time this season. But they won by fewer than 21 points for the first time in four games. 

Brady did throw for two touchdowns, the seventh consecutive game he's had at least that many. His streak without an interception reached nine games and 292 passes, 16 fewer than the NFL record set by Bernie Kosar with Cleveland in 1990-91. 

With 31 touchdown passes on the season, Brady eclipsed the 30 TD mark for just the second time in his career (2007, an NFL-record 50). 

But Brady threw for only 163 yards, his third-lowest total of the season. ... 

The Patriots already have clinched a playoff berth and would earn the top seed in the AFC with a win at Buffalo next Sunday. But they want to be rolling, not reeling, into the postseason. 

The Patriots beat Buffalo 38-30 in the third week of the season. But the Bills are 4-2 in their last six games after starting 0-8. 

New England is coming off a game in which it committed seven penalties, its most in five games, and gained 249 yards, its fewest in eight games. The defense allowed Green Bay to convert 58 percent of its third-down plays, the most against the Patriots in four games. 

But the Patriots still won. ... 

In doing so, Belichick improved to 175-99 record (.639 winning percentage) as a head coach Sunday, and with his 175th career win passed Mike Holmgren to move into sole possession of 10th place in all-time coaching victories, including both regular season and playoff games. 

Belichick holds a career regular-season record of 160-94 and a career playoff record of 15-5. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Although known more as the third-down back, ESPN.com's Mike Reiss notes this was a game in which Danny Woodhead received the most snaps among running backs. That could have been tied to the Packers' blitzing schemes and how Woodhead may be viewed as a stronger pass-blocker. Of the 18 second-half snaps, Woodhead took 12 of them. ... 

For the season Woodhead is second on the team with 82 carries for 435 yards with four touchdowns and a 5.3-yard average. 

BenJarvus Green-Ellis had a 33-yard touchdown in the win over Green Bay, the longest run of his three-year NFL career. He now leads the Patriots with 190 attempts for 824 yards (4.3 avg.) with 12 rushing scores, and a decent shot at his first career 1,000-yard season. ... 

The depth chart remains the same at receiver, with Wes Welker topping the charts, followed by Deion Branch as the No. 2 option. Brandon Tate is the clear-cut third option, while Julian Edelman is sprinkled in as a fourth possibility at times. ... 

Welker had just three catches for 42 yards on Sunday night after catching at least seven passes in four of his last five games. With 83 receptions for 829 yards and seven scores on the season the All-Pro still has a shot at notching his fourth-straight 100-catch season, which would tie an NFL record held by Marvin Harrison. 

Branch had just two catches for 33 yards and no touchdowns against Green Bay, breaking a three-game streak of reaching the end zone. ... 

Rob Gronkowski remains the top playtime time tight end, while Aaron Hernandez had solid production-per-playtime numbers as he was on the field 16 snaps and finished with four receptions and two touchdowns, in addition to a 16-yard rush. ... 

The 44 snaps were a season low as the Patriots had the ball for just 19 minutes, 12 seconds in the game. ... 
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QB: Tom Brady, Brian Hoyer 
RB: BenJarvus Green-Ellis, Danny Woodhead, Fred Taylor 
FB: Sammy Morris 
WR: Wes Welker, Deion Branch, Brandon Tate, Julian Edelman, Taylor Price, Matthew Slater 
TE: Rob Gronkowski, Aaron Hernandez, Alge Crumpler 
PK: Shayne Graham 
=========================

=========================
NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
While the end of the Saints' six-game winning streak did not eliminate them from the NFC South race, it's now more likely they'll have to defend their NFL title on the road in the playoffs. 

Success away from the Superdome is bound to require a better running game and stiffer run defense than what New Orleans exhibited in its 30-24 loss at Baltimore on Sunday. 

For only the fourth time this season, running backs Pierre Thomas and Reggie Bush were both active when they met the Baltimore Ravens on Sunday. 

But when it was over, the halfback who was inactive -- rookie Chris Ivory -- was the one who may have made a difference in a 30-24 setback to the Ravens. 

How much no one knows because Ivory was sidelined with a hamstring injury, but the Saints likely would have been able to establish an effective ground game with him in the lineup. 

Instead, they rushed for 27 yards, the lowest total in the Sean Payton era and lowest in 123 games, on 14 carries. While Thomas and Bush were unable to generate much offense against the Ravens, the hard-charging Ivory would have presented a different challenge. 

Payton told reporters his game plan was mostly responsible for a season-low 27 yards rushing in Baltimore. 

"We wanted this game to be an up-tempo game," Payton said Monday. "We wanted to make this game one that was a back-and-forth game played as opposed to that ball control. We wanted this game to have a lot of snaps. We got some of that, but not enough of it offensively." 

The Saints wound up throwing the ball 46 times, and the one-dimensional attack allowed the Ravens to focus on the passing game without much of a threat from the running game. 

That was a big problem for the Saints in 2007 and '08 when they failed to make the playoffs, but they turned it around when they ranked sixth in rushing yards en route to a win in Super Bowl XLIV. 

And they'll need it if they expect to get into the playoffs and have a legitimate shot at defending their title. 

"Each game takes on a certain personality, and that's an area that we feel is important to winning football," Payton said of the running game. "We've been able to get to 10 wins now and certainly like to be rushing the ball better and more efficiently." 

But as the Sports Xchange suggested, if the Saints don't win a second consecutive NFC South title, and there's every reason to believe they won't at this point, they'll probably think about two important things that help a team win championships -- running the ball and stopping the run. 

In addition to their offense's 27-yard effort in Baltimore, the defense allowed 208 rushing yards, the most this season. 

Still, New Orleans still had a chance to win in the final three minutes to remain one game behind the Falcons in the race for the division title. 

However, they failed to get in range for a game-tying field goal, trailing 27-24 at the time, or score a late touchdown to pull out a victory, as they did at Dallas and Cincinnati. 

Wide receiver Lance Moore, whose acrobatic touchdown catch earlier in the fourth quarter tied the game, said he felt the Saints were ready to take control after being stymied by the Ravens for much of the day. 

"You couldn't have told me that we weren't going to score on that drive," Moore said. "I think that's a good thing. Our offense has the confidence to go down there and score, and when we don't, it's obviously disappointing." 

But after winning six games in a row to hang with the Falcons, the momentum disappeared in a few minutes at end of Sunday's game. 

"We played a great team on the road, and it could have gone either way, but we just happened to fall on the short end this time," quarterback Drew Brees said. "But from our confidence standpoint, it's unwavering. 

"We're as confident as any team out there. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... According to the New Orleans Times-Picayune, kick returner and special teams standout Courtney Roby has been cleared by independent doctors to return to the playing field, Saints Coach Sean Payton said. 

Roby missed Sunday's loss to the Ravens after suffering a concussion against the St. Louis Rams on Dec. 12. 

Now that Roby, who was carted off the field at the Superdome and spent a night in a local hospital, has been cleared by an independent physician, his ultimate return to the lineup is in the hands of the Saints' team doctors. 

The NFL has a strict policy regarding concussions, demanding that the injured players get clearance from inside and outside the team's medical staff. 

"He has done that and cleared," Payton said of Roby's evaluation by the independent doctors. 

Payton is also hoping for the return of Ivory -- although the coach admitted the halfback's troublesome hamstring was still tight on Monday. I'll be following up on his progress daily; those interested will want to watch for Late-Breaking Updates. ... 

Also according to the Xchange, when Brees threw for 267 yards Sunday in the loss to the Ravens, he surpassed the 4,000-yard mark for the fifth consecutive season. He now has 4,122 yards for the year. 

Brees is one of two quarterbacks in NFL history to reach 4,000 yards in five straight seasons. Peyton Manning holds the NFL record with six in a row (1999-2004) and also has a current five-year streak. 

Brees also threw three touchdown passes against the Ravens, which marked the 28th consecutive game -- counting three postseason outings in 2009 -- that he's had at least one. The last time Brees was blanked was against the Jets on Oct. 4, 2009. In that 28-game span, he has a total of 64 touchdown passes. ... 

Marques Colston had six receptions for 80 yards with a long of 27. His final catch of the game, an 11-yarder in the fourth quarter, pushed him over the 1,000-yard mark for the fourth time in five NFL seasons. 

Devery Henderson finished the game with three catches for 53 yards and a long of 26 yards. 

Moore had two receptions for 26 yards, including a spectacular 15-yard TD catch just in front of the end line after the ball went through the hands of Colston and Ravens cornerback Josh Wilson. ... 

Jeremy Shockey caught three passes for 26 yards with a long of 11. His 10-yard catch in traffic late in the first half to the Ravens' 1 set up a touchdown. Rookie tight end Jimmy Graham caught five passes for 29 yards and TDs of 1 and 18 yards. The 18-yarder was a leaping, one-handed grab with two defenders around him. 

Fellow tight end David Thomas missed the Ravens game with an injured knee; his status will also be an ongoing issue this week. 
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QB: Drew Brees, Chase Daniel, Sean Canfield 
RB: Chris Ivory, Pierre Thomas, Reggie Bush, Julius Jones 
FB: Heath Evans 
WR: Marques Colston, Devery Henderson, Robert Meachem, Lance Moore, Courtney Roby, Adrian Arrington 
TE: Jeremy Shockey, Jimmy Graham, David Thomas, Tory Humphrey 
PK: Garrett Hartley 
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NEW YORK GIANTS
Less than 24 hours after one of the greatest collapses in New York Giants' history, Eli Manning decided it was time to talk to his teammates. 

According to Associated Press sports writer Tom Canavan, Manning was typically unemotional. His words were concise. His speech Monday was relatively short, lasting just a couple of minutes. 

His bottom line: Despite allowing the Philadelphia Eagles (10-4) to score 28 points in the final 7 1/2 minutes to win 38-31 on DeSean Jackson's 65-yard punt return on the final play of their NFC East showdown, the Giants (9-5) have the playoffs within their grasp. 

All they have to do is win in Green Bay (8-5) on Sunday, and they are in. 

It's that simple, Manning said. Don't lose sight of it. 

"I just wanted to have a little team meeting," said Manning, who matched his career-high with four touchdown passes in the loss that left Giants players sitting on their bench afterward wondering what happened. "I didn't know if anybody else was going to talk, but I wanted to say a few words. I went up to coach and asked if I could beat (him) to the punch a little bit and address the team." 

Head coach Tom Coughlin, who went home and sat in a room without lights for 2 1/2 hours after probably the most bitter loss of his career, had no problem giving Manning the floor. He didn't stay to listen. 

"It was very concise from what I understand and was very positive," Coughlin said. "It was about how we all win, we all lose, we're in it together. We've got an awful lot at stake. There are many, many teams in this league that would like to be in the position that we're in." 

Manning also wanted to remind his teammates that the Giants have been in this position a couple of times this season. A lot of people wrote them off after a 1-2 start, and again after consecutive losses to Dallas and Philadelphia in November dropped them to 6-4. 

They won three straight until Philadelphia beat them for the sixth straight time. 

"I like the way we've responded when our backs have been up against the wall this year," Manning said. "We had two cases earlier in the season where we lost a few and responded well with win streaks. That's what you like to see, a team that can get hot. We know we're capable of that and we just have to go do it." 

Two-time Pro Bowl center Shaun O'Hara told Canavan there was some anger among the players on Monday. They had the division title in their hands with eight minutes and play and they let the Eagles steal it. 

O'Hara said the veterans know what remains -- road games at Green Bay and Washington (5-9). 

"The one thing we don't do is get down on ourselves," said O'Hara, who returned to the lineup Sunday after missing six games with a sprained foot. "You can't do that in this business. There are too many people willing to do that for you. We're a very optimistic team and we have optimistic coaches." 

O'Hara said that during his speech, Manning might have been as vocal as he has been in his seven seasons with the Giants. 

"It was just reality," O'Hara said. "We have two games left and all that matters is getting in the playoffs. We have it right in front of us. This is not a time to be negative, not a time to be down on ourselves because we lost a game. Now is the time to rise up and get excited and go win a football game." 

Safety Antrel Rolle said if there was anyone blame on Sunday, it was the defense. Manning and company scored 31 points. He downplayed rookie punter Matt Dodge's mistake of failing to get the final punt out of bounds, as Coughlin ordered. 

"We're in this hole and it's not quite a hole because we still control ourselves," Rolle said. "All we have to do is go out and win. We win and we're in. He just told us to put it behind us. We know what went wrong, and let's just keep fighting. ..." 

For what it's worth, Dodge wasn't quite sure what to expect when he showed up for work on Monday. Suffice it to say, he was surprised to see that his locker was still intact and that he hasn't been cut. 

"I wouldn't have been surprised (to be cut)," he said. "It wasn't like I bought a plane ticket to leave just in case." 

Fortunately for Dodge, he will have a job for the rest of the season, as Coughlin apparently is willing to stick with the rookie, who despite having a forgettable showing on Sunday, was optimistic moving forward. 

"I'm a confident guy, regardless," he said. "Football doesn't define me. I know it's my job and everything, and I didn't get it done. But I still walked out with my head high. I had family here, loving me, and I actually had my pastor from back home here last night. So it was good. I had a lot of support." 

"You've got to move on; that's over," Coughlin said, when asked what he said to Dodge. "You can't do anything about it. I said that you've got to figure out how to do the things that I ask you to do and that he is no more to blame than me or anybody else. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... Manning's 105.6 passer rating against the Eagles is his second-best showing during the Giant's six-game losing streak to Philadelphia. Manning's best was a 130.5, which he recorded on Dec. 13, 2009 in a 38-27 loss at home. 

According to the Sports Xchange, Ahmad Bradshaw's 66 rushing yards (on 19 carries) was his personal best against the Eagles, topping the 55 rushing yards he recorded on Dec. 13, 2009. 

Brandon Jacobs' 34 rushing yards on 12 carries against the Eagles gave him 17 carries for 44 yards (2.5-yard average per carry) in two games, which is a season low against NFC East opponents. 

Mario Manningham caught touchdown passes of 35 and 33 yards, the first two-touchdown game of his career. He is the first Giants receiver to catch two touchdown passes in a game since Hakeem Nicks did it at Dallas on Oct. 25, 2010. 

Derek Hagan, who played his first game for the Giants this season on Nov. 21 (at Philadelphia), now has 16 receptions for 106 yards and one touchdown in five games. 

Tight end Travis Beckum had his first reception in three games when he caught the lone ball thrown his way for a four-yard gain. ... 

And finally. ... According to ESPN.com's Ohm Youngmisuk, receiver Steve Smith underwent successful microfracture surgery on his left knee. Smith did not undergo a mosaicplasty on the articular cartilage as initially expected, a source told Youngmisuk. 

Still, Smith, who suffered the injury in a win over the Vikings over a week ago, faces a long rehabilitation process that could take up to nine months. He is expected to be on crutches for six weeks before he can begin his rehabilitation. 

Coughlin said last week that the prognosis was good but said there will be restrictions on Smith during his rehab and practices. 

It is likely the Giants will handle their Pro-Bowl receiver with kid gloves the way they did with safety Kenny Phillips, who underwent microfracture surgery last year and was eased throughout the offseason and training camp. 

The wideout is in the final year of his contract and this injury could have financial implications in addition to complications of the looming collective bargaining agreement issue. 
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QB: Eli Manning, Sage Rosenfels 
RB: Brandon Jacobs, Ahmad Bradshaw, DJ Ware, Darius Reynaud 
FB: Bear Pascoe 
WR: Hakeem Nicks, Mario Manningham, Derek Hagan, Michael Clayton, Duke Calhoun 
TE: Kevin Boss, Travis Beckum, Bear Pascoe 
PK: Lawrence Tynes 
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NEW YORK JETS
According to Associated Press sports writer Dennis Waszak Jr., the Jets tried to ignore all the criticism that was building outside their locker room. 

Waszak went on to remind readers the team was being called underachievers and phonies by some fans and media, a team that isn't nearly as good as its coach insists it is. After an embarrassing 45-3 loss at New England was followed by a frustrating 10-6 defeat to Miami, the players couldn't help but privately wonder if everyone was right. 

Indeed, most everyone counted the Jets (10-4) out before they got on their flight to Pittsburgh. But then head coach Rex Ryan stood before his guys Saturday night and got emotional, as he usually does. He passionately told them they are better than they've been playing and it was time to prove it. 

They responded with a 22-17 victory that gave the franchise its first win at Pittsburgh, and boosted the team's confidence and playoff hopes. 

"Rex is like a father, and sometimes your Dad believes in you, sometimes more than the kid does," fullback Tony Richardson said. "That was his message: ‘You know what, guys? I've been saying all along that we have a football team, but when are we going to realize it?' meaning the players." 

The sight of Ryan begging for more from his team left a powerful impression, to the point there was little talking before the game. There was only focus. Ryan downplayed his speech, saying it was probably "overblown." 

"I'm just an average person that speaks from the heart," he said. "It's really more about our players and how they played." 

Whatever is being said by outsiders doesn't matter to Ryan, who pumps up his team no matter the consequences or public perception. 

Meanwhile, Brad Smith set the tone by returning the opening kickoff 97 yards for a touchdown. A struggling Mark Sanchez played a turnover-free game, providing a key highlight when he fooled Pittsburgh's defense -- as well as television cameras -- on a 7-yard bootleg touchdown run on fourth-and-1. 

It was the Jets' first offensive TD since Thanksgiving. 

Even embattled offensive coordinator Brian Schottenheimer was praised by the players for his game plan. 

Then, there was the often-criticized defense holding on -- just barely -- against Ben Roethlisberger and the Steelers offense in the end. 

"Until yesterday," Richardson said, "we really hadn't played a complete game." 

The Jets now control their playoff destiny and potentially could clinch a spot in the postseason, their second straight under Ryan, with a win at Chicago this Sunday. 

And, as Waszak suggested, that's how the Jets seem to like it. 

Last year, when it appeared their playoff chances were over, they rallied to win their final two games -- with some help from Indianapolis and Cincinnati, of course, who had little to play for. But, it was a springboard that launched New York all the way to the AFC championship game. 

The win over the Steelers could serve as a similar jump-off point. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Ryan told reporter that Sanchez had an MRI exam on his throwing shoulder after it was "kind of sore" following Sunday's game but the QB should be fine to play at Chicago next Sunday. 

Ryan stressed that the MRI was strictly "precautionary," while downplaying it. Ryan said Sanchez banged up his right shoulder on an early play Sunday, and the quarterback showed no ill effects the rest of the game. 

Sanchez was 19 of 29 for 170 yards with a touchdown rushing and no interceptions, snapping an eight-game streak of being picked off at least once. 

Ryan added that Sanchez might be limited at practice this week because he got "beat up pretty good," along with several teammates in a physical game. And indeed, Sanchez was limited on Wednesday. ... 

As the Sports Xchange noted, normally, gaining 106 yards at 3.9 yards a carry wouldn't be all that impressive. But Pittsburgh's defense came in allowing only 60.1 yards per game, and thus was on pace for the lowest figure in that category since the 1970 NFL-AFL merger. 

LaDainian Tomlinson had 49 yards on 11 carries and one reception for 6 yards. He had runs of 11 and 10 yards, with the latter coming off a direct snap on a third-and-6 situation in the fourth quarter. 

Shonn Greene had 40 yards on 12 carries, with his longest run a 6-yarder. Greene also had one catch for 5 yards. ... 

The Xchange went on to note that Sanchez and Greene deserve credit for selling the play fake on Sanchez's 7-yard scoring run on a bootleg to the left. .... 

Also according to the Xchange. ... Braylon Edwards had eight receptions for 100 yards one week after he had only one catch and was thrown to only twice. Edwards had only 38 catches coming into the game. 

Santonio Holmes had six receptions for 40 yards, with the longest gain for 11 yards. He was held in check in his return to Pittsburgh, where he played four seasons for the Steelers. According to Manish Mehta of the New York Daily News, Holmes was held out of practice Wednesday with turf toe. Ryan expects Holmes to play against the Bears on Sunday. 

Dustin Keller had three receptions for 19 yards. He was targeted five times. Look for the Jets to emphasize him more down the stretch, just as they did in their playoff run last season. 

Jerricho Cotchery had two punt returns for 32 yards, including a 19-yarder that jump-started a drive to a field goal. However, he had limited opportunities for offensive snaps, as the Jets kept in extra blockers to protect Sanchez. 

Cotchery was held without a reception for the first time since Nov. 6, 2005, against San Diego. He wasn't even thrown to during the game. 

Smith averaged 46.7 yards on three returns Sunday. 
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QB: Mark Sanchez, Mark Brunell, Kellen Clemens 
RB: LaDainian Tomlinson, Shonn Greene, Joe McKnight 
FB: Tony Richardson, John Connor 
WR: Braylon Edwards, Santonio Holmes, Jerricho Cotchery, Brad Smith, Patrick Turner 
TE: Dustin Keller, Ben Hartsock, Matthew Mulligan, Jeff Cumberland 
PK: Nick Folk 
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OAKLAND RAIDERS
As Associated Press sports writer Josh Dubow pointed out, the Raiders usually spend this time of year saying their goodbyes, planning for the offseason and playing for a job next season. 

So even though their playoff hopes might be slim, just having them at this time of year is a welcome change for a team that has endured seven consecutive losing seasons. 

"It's a lot more fun," head coach Tom Cable said Monday. "Football is football. I love football. I love coaching. That part of it is never an issue for me. It's just more exciting. You get up and come to work and you're excited about getting into a new plan." 

This is new ground for the Raiders, who had lost at least 11 games for an NFL-worst seven seasons before turning things around a bit this season. 

For players like Pro Bowl cornerback Nnamdi Asomugha, who was a rookie in 2003 when the streak of losing began, this kind of season is long overdue. 

"The whole atmosphere is different," Asomugha said. "In December the weather is pretty gloomy and that makes our mood gloomy -- we're not winning and all that stuff. We're offsetting the weather now. Everybody's happy. Everybody's excited and we have something to play for. It's great for us. It's great for the mood of the team." 

Oakland (7-7) remained in contention by beating Denver 39-23 on Sunday. But in order to win the AFC West and make the playoffs for the first time since 1982, the Raiders will need plenty of help. 

First, they need first-place Kansas City (9-5) to lose at home Sunday to Tennessee and have second-place San Diego (8-6) lose one of its final two road games at a pair of three-win teams: Cincinnati and Denver. 

None of that will matter if the Raiders can't beat Indianapolis at home this week and then win the season finale at Kansas City. 

Just win these last two and let everything else take care of itself," fullback Marcel Reece told Dubow. "We have to take care of our business and not worry about San Diego, not worry about Kansas City. Just worry about Indianapolis and then worry about Kansas City the last week of the season." 

If the Raiders do win their final two games but fail to get the help they need, they would become the first team since the NFL went to divisions in 1967 to win all their division games but fail to make the playoffs. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... It took two years longer than he expected, but Darren McFadden was pleased to have joined the 1,000-yard club, the first Raiders running back to do so since Lamont Jordan (1,025 yards in 2005). 

The No. 4 overall pick of the 2008 draft, McFadden watched as Chris Johnson and others drafted after him posted big numbers. McFadden, who battled turf toe on both feet as a rookie and had minor knee surgery in his second season, had just 856 yards in two seasons. 

The author of exactly one 100-yard game in his first two years has six 100-plus games this season and 1,112 yards on the year. 

"It's a surprise to me (it took this long), but it's well worth the wait," McFadden said. "It's a great feeling to be able to do that. I have to commend the offensive line for doing a great job all year and the receivers for doing a great job blocking." 

As the Sports Xchange notes, with two games remaining, McFadden is 182 yards shy of Napoleon Kaufman's 1,294 yards in 1997, the second-biggest season by a Raiders runner. Marcus Allen gained 1,759 yards in 1985. ... 

Also according to the Xchange, the Raiders have done much of their rushing damage at the expense of the AFC West, a big reason they have a 5-0 record within the division. 

In five games, the Raiders have 1,066 yards on 201 carries and 12 touchdowns, averaging 5.3 yards per carry. Division opponents have countered with 397 yards on 118 attempts, a 3.4 average, and two touchdowns. 

Against Denver alone, the Raiders had 592 yards on 93 attempts and eight touchdowns on the ground. 

An indication of their dominance on the ground last Sunday came when they got 71 yards on their first carry, an end-around touchdown to Jacoby Ford. In addition to McFadden's 119 yards on 20 carries, Michael Bush had a pair of 1-yard runs for touchdowns. ... 

In fact, Jason Campbell had 41 yards on five carries against Denver, the highest single-game rushing figure of his career. ... 

Reece had a 73-yard touchdown reception against Denver, the most yardage on a scoring play from scrimmage by a Raiders running back since Tyrone Wheatley had an 80-yard run in 2000. 

Louis Murphy caught just one pass for 14 yards a week after catching six against Jacksonville. ... Ford has 22 receptions for 414 yards and tied Darrius Heyward-Bey for fifth on the team in receptions. ... 

Zach Miller has eight catches for 107 yards in his last two games but hasn't scored a touchdown since catching a 43-yard touchdown pass in the first game against Denver in Week 7. ... 

Sebastian Janikowski had three field goals in three attempts against Denver, has made 10 of his last 11 and has a career-best 28 field goals with two games to play. 
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QB: Jason Campbell, Kyle Boller, Bruce Gradkowski 
RB: Darren McFadden, Michael Bush, Rock Cartwright, Michael Bennett 
FB: Marcel Reece 
WR: Louis Murphy, Jacoby Ford, Darrius Heyward-Bey, Chaz Schilens, Johnnie Lee Higgins 
TE: Zach Miller, Brandon Myers 
PK: Sebastian Janikowski 
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PHILADELPHIA EAGLES
With Michael Vick, the Eagles always feel they're in the game. 

As Associated Press sports writer Rob Maaddi suggested, it's only fitting Vick has become Captain Comeback. After all, his remarkable comeback to the NFL is one of the most compelling stories in sports. 

In his latest dynamic performance, Vick brought the Eagles back from a 21-point deficit with 8:17 remaining, and DeSean Jackson finished off the stunning rally with a 65-yard punt return on the final play to give Philadelphia a 38-31 win over the New York Giants on Sunday. 

The win gave the Eagles (10-4) sole possession of first place in the NFC East and bolstered their chance for a first-round bye in the playoffs. 

"Determination and poise is hard to coach and this group has got that and they showed that yesterday, both coaches and the players," head coach Andy Reid said Monday. "They all worked together to figure it out and get it right and we were fortunate enough to have enough time. That big heart, that's hard stuff to coach. 

"You either have that or you don't and this group seems to have that and they showed it last night with one of the all-time great games in NFL history." 

Jackson's spectacular return beat the Giants (9-5). But it was Vick who made it even possible by leading the Eagles to three straight touchdowns to tie it up after they fell behind 31-10. 

As Maaddi noted, for 3 1/2 quarters, Vick was battered, frustrated and contained. The Giants took away his deep passes, gave him no room to run and hit him every chance they got. 

Then No. 7 broke loose. He scrambled like his "Superman" days in Atlanta, and his passes were right on target. 

Vick has led the Eagles on fourth-quarter comebacks in their last four wins. He's engineered second-half comebacks in five of the last six victories. 

"He had the attitude like, ‘Hey guys, I'm going to score. I'm going to get the job done. If you're going to be with me, come with me. If not, I'm gone, no matter what,"' running back LeSean McCoy said. "Once you hear stuff like that, I mean, you've got to go with him, you know?" 

Vick completed five of 10 passes for 108 yards, and ran four times for 94 yards in the last three scoring drives that set up Jackson's clutch return. He finished with 242 yards passing and 130 more rushing (the most ever by an Eagles quarterback). 

First, Vick fired a 65-yard TD pass to Brent Celek. Then he used his legs to make big plays on the next two drives. He had runs of 35, 33 and 22 yards. His 33-yard scramble came on third-and-10 from the Eagles 12 with 2:50 left. 

"I believe in myself. I believe in my teammates. I believe in the guys around me," Vick said. "The offensive line did a great job of stepping up despite the adversity. Our receivers hung in there, our defense was resilient throughout the game. We were able to make plays when we needed to and those are great characteristics of a good football team. I'm just proud to be a part of it." 

The Eagles became the ninth team in NFL history to win after trailing by at least 21 points in the fourth quarter and the first since 2006. They're the first team to trail by 21 with under eight minutes left and win in regulation. 

Vick, who began the season as the backup to Kevin Kolb, is having the best all-around year of his career, including the three times he went to the Pro Bowl with the Falcons. 

He has 2,755 yards passing, 20 TDs and only five interceptions. He's also run for 613 yards and eight scores. 

Vick's completion percentage (63.2) and passer rating (103.6) are career bests. He is tied for his career high in TD passes and TD runs. 

And, he's done it all despite missing three full games, not playing the first half in one and getting knocked out after one quarter in another. He has started and finished nine games, and the Eagles are 8-1 in those contests. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... According to the Sports Xchange, McCoy has had eight runs of 10 yards or more in the past two games. He's had a lot of success recently running out of one-back, two-tight end sets. The Philadelphia Daily News notes that McCoy (1,036 yards) is the Eagles' first 1,000-yard rusher since Brian Westbrook in 2007. ... 

Jackson played last week with a sore foot, but it didn't hamper him on a game-winning, walk-off punt return for a touchdown. 

Jackson was targeted eight times by Vick but caught just three passes. Still, Jackson passed 1,000 receiving yards (1,024), making him the first Eagle to do that twice in a row since Irving Fryar in 1996-97. ... 

Jeremy Maclin was targeted 11 times last week and caught seven passes, two for touchdowns. He's been targeted a team-high 106 times in 14 games. 

Fellow wideout Jason Avant suffered a concussion throwing a key block on Jackson's game-winning return. While all indications are it's not a severe concussion, Avant will have to go through the series of tests and evaluations required by the league's concussion protocol before he's cleared to return. ... 

Celek, who had a team-high 76 catches last season, has just 33 receptions this year. He's got just two TD catches in the past nine games. The second came Sunday, when he had a 65-yard TD catch-and-run in the fourth quarter of the Eagles' comeback over the Giants. 

Also according to the Daily News, David Akers is the first NFL player to score 130 points or more in four different seasons. ... 

And finally. ... The Eagles made a pair of roster moves Tuesday, placing safety Nate Allen on injured reserve and releasing tight end Garrett Mills. 

Allen, the team's starting free safety, suffered a ruptured patella tendon in his right knee in Sunday's win. The rookie second-rounder will be replaced by another rookie, seventh-rounder Kurt Coleman. 
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QB: Michael Vick, Kevin Kolb, Mike Kafka 
RB: LeSean McCoy, Jerome Harrison, Eldra Buckley 
FB: Owen Schmitt 
WR: DeSean Jackson, Jeremy Maclin, Jason Avant, Riley Cooper, Chad Hall 
TE: Brent Celek, Clay Harbor 
PK: David Akers 
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PITTSBURGH STEELERS
According to Pittsburgh Post-Gazette beat writer Ed Bouchette, head coach Mike Tomlin does not like how the Steelers qualified for the playoffs after losing to the Jets. But they can take care of that and also take away some of the pain of losing Sunday by clinching the division title and the No. 2 seed this week. 

"I don't like how it unfolded," Tomlin said. "I feel like you're crawling in on your belly." 

The Steelers will win the AFC North Division and clinch the conference's No. 2 seed and the bye that goes with it if they beat the Carolina Panthers Thursday night and the Baltimore Ravens lose Sunday in Cleveland. 

If those two outcomes occur, the Steelers would win a tiebreaker against Baltimore for the division title even if they tie at the end of the season. They also would win the tiebreaker for the No. 2 seed against Kansas City, which would be the only other team capable of finishing with the same record as the Steelers. That tiebreaker would be best record against AFC teams and the Chiefs, at 5-5, cannot catch the Steelers, who are 8-3 with one game left against an AFC team, the Browns. 

The Steelers and Ravens are tied at 10-4 atop the AFC North Division. The Steelers are 4-1 in the division; the Ravens are 2-2 with two division games left. 

"All of the goals we set out for ourselves are still attainable," Tomlin said. "We've got to play ball this week. I still think a division title is in our sights if we handle our business, but it starts with playing good, winning football Thursday night." 

Tomlin also acknowledged something Monday that has been a topic of discussion about his team for several years: His players are old. 

And because they are old, they need their rest more than the young Carolina Panthers. In fact, the coach said, the Panthers will have an advantage over the Steelers Thursday night at Heinz Field because of their youth. 

"It's a quick turnaround, particularly for a veteran football team," Tomlin said. "We're going to be very conscious about how we prepare this week. We've got to prepare as smart as we can." 

In a study at the start of the season, the Steelers had the seventh-oldest team in the league with an average age of 27.5 years. The Carolina Panthers had the fourth-youngest team with an average of 26.39. Thursday 

Can that 1.11 year make a difference in a short week? 

Bouchette suggests Tomlin may have been trying to plant some psychological nugget in his players' minds, but he was on a roll with it Monday in his news conference. 

"We've got to preserve our guys in as many ways as we can because, quite honestly, working on this kind of week, you've got to acknowledge that it's an advantage for the Carolina Panthers," Tomlin said. "They're a younger team than we are. Physically they're capable of bouncing back faster, no question, so we've got to prepare extremely smart and put our veteran outfit in the best position we can to play effective football Thursday night." 

Young or old, it would seem no match between the Steelers and Panthers, who won only their second game of the season Sunday, beating Arizona to go 2-12. 

Carolina starts a rookie quarterback, Notre Dame's Jimmy Clausen, who threw his first two touchdown passes Sunday. He has seven interceptions to go with those two touchdowns and has the worst passer rating in the league at 59.1. 

The Panthers' strength is their ground game with Jonathan Stewart (668 yards) and Mike Goodson (435), and that plays right into the Steelers' strength. They have the best rush defense by far in the league, allowing just 63.4 yards per game. 

Short turnaround and old age notwithstanding, this should be a good week for the Steelers. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Tomlin concedes the Steelers were mistakenly awarded a first down on a 9-yard run by Rashard Mendenhall during their 22-17 loss on Sunday. 

On first-and-10 from the Jets 35 early in the second quarter, Mendenhall gained 9 yards to the 26-yard line. After momentary confusion as the chain crew began moving the sticks, referee Peter Morelli's crew put the ball down at the 25 and signaled a first down. 

The statistics crew hastily awarded Mendenhall a 10-yard carry -- an extra yard that wound up giving him a 100-yard game. The Steelers went on to score a touchdown on Ben Roethlisberger's 9-yard pass to Matt Spaeth. 

Mendenhall wound up with 100 yards on 17 carries, rather than the 99 he gained. 

Tomlin said the Steelers benefited, but added that the spotting of the ball is always tricky, even if it shouldn't have been in this situation. CBS cameras clearly showed Mendenhall coming up short on the play. 

"They spotted it as a first down and, in that situation, it worked in our favor so we moved on," Tomlin said. "I did think he was a yard short." 

Mendenhall is seventh in the NFL with 1,173 yards rushing. He averages 83.8 yards per game He will finish with one of the most productive rushing seasons in Steelers history. Mendenhall needs 166 yards in the final two games to move into the top five and just 10 yards to move into the top 10. ... 

The Steelers expect tight end Heath Miller to play Thursday night after missing two games with a concussion. 

Miller, hurt Dec. 5 in Baltimore, was expected to return for Sunday's game against the Jets, but developed post-concussion headaches and was held out. 

Roethlisberger aggravated his broken right foot Sunday against the Jets, but it will not hold him back Thursday. 

Troy Polamalu (Achilles) will not play, missing his second game. Receiver Arnaz Battle (bruised chest) did not practice Tuesday and may not play. 
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QB: Ben Roethlisberger, Byron Leftwich, Charlie Batch 
RB: Rashard Mendenhall, Mewelde Moore, Isaac Redman, Jonathan Dwyer 
FB: Isaac Redman 
WR: Hines Ward, Mike Wallace, Emmanuel Sanders, Antwaan Randle El, Antonio Brown, Arnaz Battle 
TE: Matt Spaeth, David Johnson, Heath Miller 
PK: Shaun Suisham 
=========================

=========================
ST. LOUIS RAMS
With two games remaining in the regular season, both against division opponents, head coach Steve Spagnuolo won't apologize for the fact that his team will win the NFC West if it can beat San Francisco and Seattle. 

Asked if he feels fortunate that the Rams are in a division that currently has a combined record of 21-35, Spagnuolo said, "I don't look at being fortunate in the division. I just know that until they tell us that we cannot make the playoffs, that's what we're still shooting for." 

According to research by ESPN.com, there are seven scenarios that have Seattle winning the division, six for the Rams and three for the 49ers. Strangely, because of division matchups in the final two weeks, each team virtually controls its own destiny. 

If the Rams or Seahawks win their final two games (and only one can), that team would win the division. If San Francisco wins its final two, the only way it would fail to win the division is if Seattle wins its final two -- at Tampa Bay and against the Rams. 

According to the Sports Xchange, there are eight scenarios that have the division winner at 8-8, and eight scenarios at 7-9. 

When Spagnuolo was asked if a 7-9 team should qualify for the postseason, he said, "I don't pass judgment on that. Again, until they tell us that we're not in, we're still fighting to get in there, and if we happen to get in there, to me it won't matter to me what the record is. It doesn't matter how you get in. It doesn't matter if you're a wild card or if you're a divisional winner. If you're in, you've got a chance to win it all." 

Spagnuolo is so focused on simply winning the next game, he claims to have no knowledge of all the scenarios. 

"Right now we have to win this next game, and that's all I'm focused on," he said. "I'm not trying to avoid any questions. That's just how I am, and to me, that's where you have to put it for your football team to move forward. Can't do scenarios, can't worry about who they scheduled. You've got to go out and win a football game." 

Finally, when asked if he instructs anyone on his staff to get him the scenarios, Spagnuolo said, "No. If they come, I throw them in the waste basket. (But) I'm sure somebody's doing it. ..." 

Of course, the Rams will have to be more productive on offense going forward than they were in Sunday's 27-13 loss to the Chiefs. 

The first drive showed promise. The Rams methodically moved down the field from their own 28-yard line, and they faced third-and-1 from the Chiefs' 10-yard line. A quick flip to wide receiver Danny Amendola on a running play resulted in a first down to the 5-yard line. 

However, tight end Billy Bajema was called for a false start, negating the first down and making in third-and-6. 

Another pre-snap penalty occurred when right tackle Jason Smith was whistled for a false start. The Rams eventually settled for a 19-yard Josh Brown field goal. 

The Chiefs went three-and-out, and an Amendola 42-yard punt return set the Rams up at the Kansas City 36-yard line. But three plays netted 2 yards, and Brown followed with a 52-yard field goal. 

From there, the offense pretty much stopped. 

Following the first possession, the Rams' next 18 plays of the first half totaled 22 yards (not including a kneel-down to end the half) and one first down. In the third quarter, it wasn't much better, with 11 plays for 40 yards and one first down. In a possession prior to their final touchdown, there was a 13-yard pass on third-and-10 from Bradford to tight end Daniel Fells, but five other passes were incomplete. 

After completing seven of his first eight passes, Bradford completed just two of 10 for 9 yards for the rest of the half. In the third quarter, he was 2-for-5 for 20 yards. After those first eight attempts, until the fourth-quarter drive for a touchdown, Bradford was 5-for-21 for 42 yards. 

Bradford said there should have been more success in the passing game. However, with receivers unable to consistently get open and Bradford under persistent pressure, success was elusive. 

The red-zone failure early set the tone for a disappointing afternoon. 

Noted Bradford, "We have to do a better job scoring when we get into the red zone. There's been too many times in the past couple weeks where we've got into the red zone, or our defense has created a turnover and we've got the ball in good field position, and walked away with either zero points or three points. When you're playing high-caliber teams in this league, and you have the ball with an opportunity to score seven points, you have to do that. 

"And, I think that's something we haven't done in the past couple weeks, and I think it's really hurt us." 

Concluded running back Steven Jackson, "There's no pretty way to put it. We just didn't play good football today. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... Bradford has the second-most completions for a rookie quarterback in history and is third in yards. He needs 20 completions to break Peyton Manning's rookie record of 326; 24 attempts to pass second-place Chris Weinke (540) and 59 to pass Manning (575); and 376 yards to pass second-place Matt Ryan (3,440) and 675 to pass Manning (3,739). 

Jackson needs 145 rushing yards in his last two games to reach 8,000 for his career. This season, Jackson is third in rushing attempts with 295 behind Michael Turner (300) and Maurice Jones-Drew (299). He is second in combined rushes and receptions with 334 behind Arian Foster (337). 

Amendola leads the team with 75 receptions, of which 27 have come on third down. That's the third most in the league behind Roddy White (33) and Davone Bess (28). 

Fullback Mike Karney will be back on the field for the Rams' next game against San Francisco. "Mike's the fullback," Spagnuolo said Monday. Karney has been inactive for the last four games, but he returns because Brit Miller has been lost for the season because of a torn ACL. 

Tight end Michael Hoomanawanui, who has missed the last three games because of a high ankle sprain, is expected to be back at practice this week on a limited basis. 

Depending on how his practice week goes, he has a chance to play Sunday against San Francisco. Even though St. Louis Post-Dispatch staffer Bill Coats characterized him as a "long shot, Spagnuolo said Hoomanawanui "ran around a little bit (Monday) and felt good." 

Running back Kenneth Darby, who has missed the last two games with injured ribs, "felt pretty good" Monday, according to Spagnuolo, and will begin practicing again Wednesday. Spagnuolo said there's a chance Darby could be available for Sunday's game against San Francisco. 
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QB: Sam Bradford, A.J. Feeley 
RB: Steven Jackson, Kenneth Darby, Keith Toston 
FB: Mike Karney 
WR: Brandon Gibson, Danny Amendola, Danario Alexander, Laurent Robinson, Mardy Gilyard 
TE: Daniel Fells, Billy Bajema, Michael Hoomanawanui, Derek Schouman 
PK: Josh Brown 
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SAN DIEGO CHARGERS
According to San Diego Union-Tribune staff writer Kevin Acee, there is possibly good news for Chargers fans on the Vincent Jackson front. 

That is, if it is good enough news that the spectacularly gifted receiver could be around for one more year, if there is a franchise tag as part of the NFL's new collective bargaining agreement and if $10 million is enough for Jackson to show up to work on time. 

There remains almost no chance the Chargers will sign Jackson to a long-term deal. 

Per Acee, the team believes the anticipated price tag (his agents were at one time asking for $50 million over five years) is too high, and it remains troubled by the receiver's DUI history and the fact Jackson drove on a suspended license for an extended period. There's also the specter of a possible mammoth suspension should Jackson have more off-the-field issues. 

But the team is considering using the franchise tag on Jackson – if whatever labor deal is reached before the next season allows for such a designation. 

In fact, the only question likely remaining is which tag they could/would place on Jackson. 

First, no one is certain what a tag would look like (and if there will even be one) under a new CBA. And even if the franchise tag rules remain the same, the Chargers would have to choose between putting the exclusive or non-exclusive tag on Jackson. 

The exclusive tag would mean Jackson would be guaranteed a one-year salary worth the average of the five highest-paid receivers (expected to be more than $10 million) but be unable to negotiate with any other teams. 

A non-exclusive tag would mean he gets the $10 million-plus salary but would be able to negotiate with other teams. If he did agree to a contract with another team, the Chargers would be able to match the offer to keep him (not going to happen) or be entitled to two first-round picks as compensation for losing him. 

While there is no consideration currently to ever give Jackson a long-term deal, a tag also gives everyone time to see if Jackson stays clean. It is a concern – not just in the Chargers front office but around the NFL – that another serious legal issue for Jackson would result in him being suspended for a full year. The only thing that would bring leniency and calm fears is more time having passed. 

Much of the rhetoric since Jackson made his 2010 debut two weeks ago (not counting his mini-appearance at Indianapolis) has seemed to have a central theme: That Jackson has been so good that he certainly must have shown A.J. Smith his worth. 

Not so, according to Acee. 

As Acee explained, Smith has known all along what Jackson is capable of. The GM has called Jackson a "great" player, been effusive in his praise for his practice habits and how hard he plays, as well as his ability to catch passes. 

Jackson was second in the league in yards per catch from 2008-09. 

His 63.6 reception percentage last season was remarkable considering the 68 passes he caught traveled an average of 14 yards in the air, most among anyone who caught more than 45 passes. He has 19 receiving touchdowns since the start of 2008 season, tied for 18th in the league while missing the first 11 games of this season. 

Smith knew what he had before Jackson went for 112 yards and three touchdowns on Thursday. 

But what was before a remote possibility is now a likelihood. The Chargers would like to keep their No.1 receiver another year. 

Now, there is almost no doubt – again, not just in the Chargers front office – that the franchise tag will not be welcomed by the Jackson camp. 

When his agents eventually came down off their insistence on a multi-year deal and were willing to accept a one-year contract, it was with the provision he would not be franchised in 2011. 

With the $281,000 he settled for to be on the roster the final six games of this season and a salary of around $10 million next year, Jackson would average less than $5.5 million over two years. That's going to be a slap in the face to a guy who, had he gotten his wishes, would essentially have realized $20 million by now. 

There is the possibility Jackson could withhold his services again. At the very least, we could be going through the will-they-trade-him drama of 2010 all over again. 

But one of the league's best receivers, a guy who is getting better still, would be under control of the Chargers. 

As Acee summed up, that qualifies as good news -- for now. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Not that either was complaining or counting, but Mike Tolbert and Ryan Mathews could almost have been one and the same running back in these past two victories, given the fact that both have carried the ball a total of 33 times. 

Each had 16 carries against Kansas City and 17 versus San Francisco, with Tolbert gaining 66 yards to Mathews' 65 in the first and Mathews compiling 56 to Tolbert's 46 last Thursday. 

"I'm not sure if there's a method to the madness that coach (Norv Turner) has, but it happens," said Tolbert. "I don't know if they're keeping tabs on it like that, but we work well together. We complement each other." 

Though both are powerful and deliver hits as well as they take them, they are not exactly the same kind of runner, either. 

One of the few Chargers skill players who has yet to miss a game, Tolbert's had the most time on the field and leads the team in both rushing (737 yards) and touchdowns (11), and six times he's had breakaways of 20 yards or more. Tolbert's tied with tight end Antonio Gates for most first downs provided at 42. 

Hampered by ankle problems until recently, Mathews has maintained a slightly better average gain per carry, 4.2 yards to 4.1. There is an element of teamwork at play, but admittedly, they're also driving each other to go farther. 

"When it's your carry, you gotta make something happen, kinda have to feed off what the other guy does," said Mathews. "Whatever he does, I gotta feed off it. It's kinda like a competition. I get five yards, he's gonna want to get five yards and more. He gets 10 yards; I want to get 10 yards or more. It helps us out over the long run." 

Tolbert said he, Mathews and Darren Sproles -- the latter of whom also is being involved more in the offense -- all are prepared to run any tailback play at any time in any game. If there's any apparent rhyme or reason to when each gets the ball, Tolbert seems to be at his battering-ram busiest in the early stages of games, when defenses are girded to stop the running game, and when the Chargers get inside the opponents' 10-yard line. 

Obviously, the original plan was for Mathews to come in as the No. 1 draft choice and establish himself as the Chargers' premier running threat. But as the Chargers learned from playing teams with backfield duos -- Oakland with Darren McFadden and Michael Bush, Kansas City with Jamaal Charles and Thomas Jones -- there's more challenge in having to deal with two runners instead of one. 

"It's hard to game-plan," said Mathews. "When you focus on one running back, it's like, OK, this guy is a downhill runner. With us, you have to prepare for two styles of running. That's a little bit harder. ..." 

Philip Rivers had a gaudy 150.5 ranking in the win over the 49ers, thanks in part to three touchdown passes to Jackson. One more 300-yard game and that gives him a career-best six such games in one season. Dan Fouts has the franchise mark with eight in 1980. Rivers continues to have a sensational season. 

Randy McMichael continues to take advantage of his chance with Gates being down with foot injuries. McMichael had five catches for 55 yards -- those catches tied for a team-high. ... 

On the injury front. ... Malcom Floyd (hamstring) and Gates (foot) sat out Monday's practice. 

Turner put off until the team's return to practice Wednesday any predictions on their availability for Sunday's game in Cincinnati. Gates is considered doubtful, but there had been optimism going into the weekend that Floyd could return. That did not seem to diminish. 

Said Turner: "I think we've made progress, and we're in pretty good shape." 

That said, Patrick Crayton (wrist) remains out. 
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QB: Philip Rivers, Billy Volek 
RB: Mike Tolbert, Ryan Mathews, Darren Sproles 
FB: Jacob Hester, Mike Tolbert 
WR: Vincent Jackson, Malcom Floyd, Legedu Naanee, Kelley Washington, Seyi Ajirotutu, Patrick Crayton 
TE: Randy McMichael, Kris Wilson, Antonio Gates 
PK: Nate Kaeding 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS
According to Associated Press sports writer Janie McCauley, head coach Mike Singletary has made up his mind on who will get the call for San Francisco's must-win game Sunday at St. Louis. 

He just isn't saying which guy named Smith will be under center for the 49ers. 

Smith 1 or Smith 2? Singletary says it might just be both. 

"It depends on how the game goes," Singletary said Tuesday. 

He said he has talked to both quarterbacks and insists each will get his share of reps in practice this week to be ready to play. 

A little gamesmanship to keep the Rams guessing, perhaps? 

"It's something that I don't really want to announce right now," Singletary said. "You know, in all honesty, in terms of an advantage or whatever, I just think the only real advantage that we could have is to go there and play well. All the other stuff is the cat-and-mouse stuff, but I just think that it's important for us to prepare well this week and get ready to go." 

At 5-9, if the 49ers win out they can still finish in a three-way tie with St. Louis and Seattle and capture the awful NFC West crown -- which would end a seven-year playoff drought for this franchise and make good on team president Jed York's declaration that the Niners would come back from an 0-5 start to reach the postseason. 

Singletary's uncertain future very well could hinge on the arm of the Smith he has chosen. Singletary has said in recent weeks that Alex Smith knows the entire playbook and gives the 49ers more options on offense and the best chance to win. 

Neither quarterback could shed any light on the situation Tuesday considering neither was available -- or even seen for that matter -- during the hour-long open locker room period for media. 

Tight end Vernon Davis has said previously it is challenging to prepare each week without knowing who will be passing him the ball come game day. 

"Singletary calls the shots," Davis said Tuesday. "Whether we like it or not, we have to deal with it. I mean, I've never had a situation like that where we've had to use two quarterbacks in a game. But if you do it, there's nothing I can really say." 

Alex Smith has started the past two games -- a commanding 40-21 win over Seattle on Dec. 12 and an embarrassing 34-7 loss last Thursday night at San Diego -- after a five-game absence. 

Troy Smith initially filled in after Alex Smith separated his non-throwing left shoulder Oct. 24 at Carolina and then kept the job even after the 2005 No. 1 overall draft pick was healthy again. 

Then it was back to Alex Smith. 

Yet it was Troy Smith who led the 49ers to a 23-20 overtime win over St. Louis on Nov. 14, throwing for 356 yards and a touchdown on 17-for-28 passing. 

Alex Smith was sacked six times against the Chargers and 21 times for 122 lost yards in all this season. He is 179 of 298 for 1,974 yards and 10 touchdowns with 12 interceptions. Alex Smith is set to become a free agent after the season and will certainly be elsewhere in 2011. 

As McCauley noted, the switcheroos are challenging. 

"It's been tough. It's pretty much been like that since I've been here," Davis said. "We've brought in several quarterbacks -- using one, using the other. It's definitely difficult, but it's something you have to fight through. We have to fight through adversity and you have to manage to just overcome certain obstacles and fight through it. So that's what we're doing right now." 

So, it's anybody's guess what Singletary has in mind, because he has been changing his so often. 

Rookie right tackle Anthony Davis wasn't about to stir the pot. He said it doesn't matter who is QB. 

"The head coach handles the quarterback situations," he said. 

Stay tuned. ... While local observers expect Alex to get the call again this week, NFL Network insider Jason La Canfora is reporting it will be Troy. ... 

I'll be following up on the Smith's on a daily basis this week. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Michael Crabtree leads the 49ers with six drops. He has been ineffective in the last two games and is well behind his per-game pace set last year as a rookie. He also sprained a finger on his left hand in Thursday's loss to San Diego. 

Josh Morgan has compensated for low production out of Crabtree over the last two games. Against the Chargers, he set a career-high in receiving yards. ... 

According to the Sports Xchange, Davis said he had the worst game of his career against the Chargers. He said the San Diego defense was determined not to allow him to catch anything deep. He finished with one catch for four yards. ... 

Brian Westbrook has taken the bulk of the carries since Frank Gore went down with a hip fracture. In that way, the 49ers' reluctance to play Westbrook early in the season has paid off. The running back says he's as healthy and fresh as he's ever been in late December. 

Westbrook typically does not practice during the week, as the 49ers like to keep him fresh. 

Anthony Dixon sprained his left ankle early in the second quarter last Thursday and did not take part in the team's Tuesday practice. According to CSNBayArea.com, the swelling has been reduced, however, and the rookie expects to play Sunday. 

DeShawn Wynn had a stomach virus before Thursday's game that caused him to leave the game in the first quarter. Wynn will be called upon Sunday if Dixon can't go. ... 

And finally. ... Place-kicker Fabrizio Scaccia, who played this season with Sacramento in the UFL, was signed to the 49ers' practice squad. He made 12 of 16 field-goal attempts for Sacramento, including a 54-yarder. Jeff Reed is still slated to handle the team's placement work the remainder of this season. 
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QB: Alex Smith, Troy Smith, David Carr 
RB: Brian Westbrook, Anthony Dixon, DeShawn Wynn 
FB: Moran Norris 
WR: Michael Crabtree, Josh Morgan, Ted Ginn, Kyle Williams 
TE: Vernon Davis, Delanie Walker, Nate Byham 
PK: Jeff Reed 
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SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
According to Associated Press sports writer Tim Booth, Pete Carroll spent part of Monday just watching. 

The coach wanted to see how Matt Hasselbeck reacted in meetings to the blunt criticism of all the mistakes he's made recently. Then Carroll sat down with Hasselbeck to make certain he was in the right state mentally after having been booed off the field less than 24 hours earlier. 

With a division title still obtainable -- even at 6-8 -- Carroll decided he's going to stick with his veteran quarterback instead of making a change to unproven backup Charlie Whitehurst. 

"We're going with Matt. Matt's been our quarterback, he's given us a chance all throughout, the best chance to finish off right and I'm excited in that sense he's going to pull this thing together," Carroll said Monday afternoon. "We've got to play well around him. We've got to take care of the quarterback in all ways, protection-wise, running the football, we need to play better on defense so it's not all tuned where the focus is to one guy and people can try and point the finger." 

Carroll put to rest what could have been a lingering debate all week as the Seahawks prepare to play at Tampa Bay on Sunday in a game that could end up being relatively meaningless to their chances at an NFC West title. 

As Booth explained, if St. Louis beats San Francisco at home on Sunday, then it doesn't matter what the Seahawks do against the Buccaneers, the NFC West title will be decided on Jan. 2 when the Seahawks host the Rams. 

And unless an injury occurs or Hasselbeck's horrid turnover rate continues, Carroll made clear that Hasselbeck will be the Seahawks quarterback for the final two games. 

"I was very specific to our team and Matt today about how to handle it and giving us a chance to keep staying with the game plan and giving our special teams and our defense a chance, and our offense as well, a chance to get back into it by not overtrying, by not trying to force the issues," Carroll said. 

Booth went on to remind readers that Hasselbeck was pulled in the third quarter of Sunday's 34-18 loss to Atlanta after throwing two interceptions and losing a fumble that resulted in a Falcons touchdown. Whitehurst replaced Hasselbeck and played well, scoring on a 1-yard TD run in the fourth quarter that prompted chants of "Charlie" from the fans who remained. 

Carroll said Whitehurst's performance makes the coach more confident if he needs to turn to Whitehurst. 

Hasselbeck has continually violated what Carroll preaches the most, taking care of the ball. In his last four games, Hasselbeck's been responsible for 13 turnovers -- three fumbles and 10 interceptions. His fumble in the end zone on Seattle's first offensive play of the second half Sunday was recovered by Jonathan Babineaux for a touchdown and a 24-10 Falcons lead. 

Hasselbeck followed up with interceptions on Seattle's next two possessions. 

And this performance came after he had the first five-turnover game of his career -- four interceptions and one fumble -- a week earlier at San Francisco. It hasn't helped that Seattle's fallen behind in both games and Hasselbeck has admitted feeling as though he needed to force things. 

"Looking back, I seem to do stupid things when we're losing. When we're down by two touchdowns or more, that's where I have to be way smarter. That's where I've really failed recently. That's on me. I know better. You have to learn the lesson the hard way, and I just have to be smarter in those kind of situations." 

Carroll said he was pleased with how Whitehurst played when he entered, but the decision to continue with the struggling Hasselbeck is another statement on how the Seahawks view Whitehurst. Seattle traded a second-round pick to San Diego and signed Whitehurst to an $8 million, two-year deal with incentives last offseason with the hope he would compete for the starting job that Hasselbeck clearly won. 

Whitehurst was 8 of 16 for 83 yards in about one quarter of action on Sunday. 

"He did handle himself very well yesterday, did a nice job handling the situation, and if we need him we'll call on him," Carroll said. "Maybe just in that sense I feel better about him, you know, under those circumstances. ..." 

In a related note. ... The Sports Xchange reports that Carroll addressed concerns that there's a disconnect between offensive coordinator Jeremy Bates and Hasselbeck. Folks locally speculated that Bates is more comfortable taking shots down field, while Hasselbeck was more inclined to use the short passing game in order to sustain longer drives to get into scoring position. 

"We always want to have aggressive options in our play-calling," Carroll said. "I totally support all of the calls and the structure for them, where you have an option for a guy to go deep, and if we can get him we want to throw the ball there, and if not we drop the ball down and go through your progression. 

"You can play without options in that manner. And there's a variety of calls through the course of a football game and all of that. But we want to maintain the opportunity down field, and if it's there we want to take it. And if it isn't we want to make good choices not to take it. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... Marshawn Lynch leads the team with six touchdowns. He set a career high with three touchdowns against Carolina three weeks ago. 

But Justin Forsett continues to lead Seattle in rushing with 483 yards on 107 carries for a 4.5 yard-per-carry average. Forsett is also fourth on the team in receptions with 28 catches for 225 yards. 

Mike Williams returned after a week absence to post eight catches for 66 yards. He had been sidelined due to an ankle injury. Fellow wideout Ben Obomanu struggled in his return from a hand injury, finishing with just one catch for 7 yards. 

John Carlson finished with one catch for 31 yards after going without a catch for two games. 
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QB: Matt Hasselbeck, Charlie Whitehurst, J.P. Losman 
RB: Marshawn Lynch, Justin Forsett, Leon Washington 
FB: Michael Robinson 
WR: Mike Williams, Ben Obomanu, Ruvell Martin, Brandon Stokley, Golden Tate 
TE: John Carlson, Cameron Morrah, Chris Baker, Anthony McCoy 
PK: Olindo Mare 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
As Tampa Tribune staff writer Roy Cummings noted, Monday mornings in the NFL are for second-guessing or, as head coach Raheem Morris puts it, self-evaluation. Whatever you want to call it, Morris' conclusion was he should have leaned more on quarterback Josh Freeman in the clutch against the Lions on Sunday. 

The Bucs lost 23-20 in overtime after Detroit mounted two late field-goal drives -- one to tie at the end of regulation and one to win in overtime -- against a battered Bucs defense. Morris said he should have tried harder to score a touchdown rather than settle for a field goal and a 20-17 lead with 1:39 to play. 

It turned out to be the Bucs' final possession. 

"That's a time when you have to fall back and go with your head coach mentality, so to speak, and say, 'I'm going to win this thing with [Freeman]," said Morris, also the team's defensive coordinator. "And normally, that's my mentality anyway. But (Sunday) I'm (thinking), 'The offense has done a great job of setting us up in this position, so let's kill the clock, go to our two-minute (defense) and win this.' 

"So, looking back at it, you can second-guess it. Looking back at it, having No.5 here and with him being a premier guy in our program and him being who he is, you would like to give him a chance to go win that game there." 

In a way, Morris did give Freeman a chance. With first-and-10 at the Lions 15, Tampa Bay called power rushes for Carnell "Cadillac" Williams on first and second downs, and then put the ball in Freeman's hands on third-and-7 from the Detroit 12. 

Instead of calling for a pass, offensive coordinator Greg Olson called for a counter run play for Freeman, the result of which was a 4-yard gain that forced the Bucs to settle Connor Barth's 26-yard field goal. 

According to Cummings, Olson wasn't as quick to second-guess the play-calling during that sequence, in part because the Bucs had run for 169 yards to that point and were confident the third-down play would work. 

"We'd practiced that play with Freeman, and we felt real comfortable with it and, again, we had angles and we had numbers and the numbers were good," Olson said. "We just simply did not execute in that situation." 

The play Olson second-guessed was the second-down play, a power run to the left coming after a power run to the right. 

"Looking back I wish I had gone back to that power-(right) play, because we were real close to hitting it," said Olson, who also defended his decision to run Williams and not LeGarrette Blount in that situation. 

"That was based mostly on ball security. We know Blount runs hard, but he's had some issues with ball security, and that's the reason why we wanted to go with Cadillac there." 

This was not the first time the Bucs have leaned on someone other than Freeman in a clutch situation. They did the same against the Falcons in Atlanta in November. 

In that situation, with the Bucs positioned to take a lead with 2:37 to play, they asked Blount to get them a yard on a fourth-and-1 play from the Atlanta 2. Blount was stopped for no gain after he failed to follow his lead blocker through a wide hole in the middle of the line. After the 27-21 loss, Morris was criticized then as well for not having the 6-6, 248-pound Freeman run the ball. 

His decision not to lean more on Freeman late against the Lions was based in part on an attempt to keep the ball out of the hands of Lions receiver Calvin Johnson, who already had seven catches for 113 yards. By running the ball three straight plays, Morris also forced Detroit to use all of its timeouts. 

"I could have thrown the ball there and they could have had the ball with three minutes left and two time outs and we'd still be miserable if we lost that game, but that's just some of the things that go through your head," Morris said. "Not that I'm second guessing myself, I'm just evaluating myself to make sure we do the right thing in all situations. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... As St. Petersburg Times staffer Stephen Holder noted, receiver Mike Williams has had a frustrating few weeks as defenses make him a focus of their game plans. The standout rookie was coming off a game at Washington in which he was held to one reception, the result of double coverage. 

Williams had been averaging 3.2 catches for 45 yards in his previous five games, but on Sunday, the Bucs turned to some alternate methods of getting Williams the ball, using pre-snap motion and even a screen pass that Williams turned into a 26-yard gain. 

Earlier, Williams ran by a defender and caught a strike from Freeman for a 24-yard touchdown on a post route down the middle of the field. 

"We have a few more different plays for me," Williams said. "And moving me around is helping a lot." 

Williams now leads all rookie receivers with 58 catches and 880 yards, and is closing in on 1,000 yards. Also, with Sunday's touchdown, he brings his season total to eight, surpassing Michael Clayton's team rookie record of seven set in 2004. 

According to the Sports Xchange, Mike Pereira, the former vice president of officiating for the NFL, analyzes key calls each week for Fox Sports. 

This week, Kellen Winslow's controversial offensive interference call in the end zone that negated a touchdown was among the calls Pereira tackled. And Pereira sided with the Bucs on this one, saying the play should have been a no-call. He also suggested that Lions safety C.C. Brown might have been more guilty than Winslow. 

"This is a tough call that turned out to have a big impact in the outcome," Pereira wrote. "I felt it was incorrect because the defender played into Winslow and, at that point, both were holding on to each other and no advantage was being gained one way or another. 

"If anything, it almost seemed like the defender was more responsible since he initiated the contact. In plays like this, I feel it is best not to make a call at all. The Bucs had to settle for a field goal and ended up losing by three points. ..." 

Winslow has 25 receptions on third down, tied for fourth in the NFL. 

And finally. ... The Bucs promoted tight end Nathan Overbay to the active roster from the practice squad and released center Donovan Raiola. 
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QB: Josh Freeman, Josh Johnson 
RB: LeGarrette Blount, Carnell Williams, Kregg Lumpkin 
FB: Earnest Graham, Erik Lorig 
WR: Mike Williams, Arrelious Benn, Sammie Stroughter, Micheal Spurlock, Maurice Stovall, Preston Parker 
TE: Kellen Winslow, John Gilmore, Ryan Purvis, Nathan Overbay 
PK: Connor Barth 
=========================

=========================
TENNESSEE TITANS
As Nashville Tennessean staffer John Glennon noted, on the opening play of the Titans' second drive last Sunday, quarterback Kerry Collins lobbed a deep pass that had absolutely no chance of being completed. 

The ball was thrown short, yards from intended receiver Kenny Britt, and looked as if it might be intercepted by any one of three Texans. 

But in a shocking turn of events, safety Troy Nolan tipped the ball directly over teammate Glover Quin and straight into the hands of Britt, who finished an improbable 59-yard gain. 

"The ball should have been batted down at best for us, should have been picked," Collins said. "Sometimes you've got to be lucky." 

Glennon went on to suggest, if there was any question at that point as to whether Sunday would be a breakout day for the Titans on offense, that play -- which led to their second touchdown -- answered it. 

A unit that not long ago was mired in a stretch of 14 quarters without a touchdown continued a surge that began last week. The 31 points against the Texans gave the Titans 59 in the past two games. The offense had mustered 22 points the previous three weeks combined. 

Why the big turnaround? 

According to Glennon, it's because Britt continues to surge, Collins is healthier, the attack is more balanced and, against the Texans, the play calling early in the game was aggressive. 

"We knew things could have happened earlier (in the season) for us, but we had injuries at quarterback, then a rookie quarterback, and now we're just putting everything together," Britt said. "We know we have an explosive offense. We've got good receivers and running backs that can run the ball. I don't think no one can stop us." 

That looked to be the case in the early going, as the Titans scored touchdowns on their first three drives for the first time since Sept. 20, 2009, against the Texans. 

The Titans produced huge fourth-down conversions on each of their first two drives. Collins connected with Damian Williams for a 39-yard gain on a fourth-and-8 to the Houston 3, and hit Justin Gage on a 1-yard touchdown that put the Titans ahead 14-0. 

The decision to take some risks was a switch from late last week, when the Titans -- trailing the Colts by a touchdown -- punted on fourth-and-1 in their own territory. 

"It was great," Collins said. "I loved the aggressive play call." 

It's also impossible to overestimate Britt's impact. 

With Britt in the lineup for the first seven games, the Titans scored the second-most points in the league. In the three games he missed completely, they averaged just more than seven points per game. 

With the second-year pro posting a combined 10 catches for 167 yards and a touchdown the past couple of games, the Titans have returned to putting up plenty of points. 

"Kenny Britt is definitely a catalyst for our offense," fullback Ahmard Hall said. "When he gets out there, he always makes plays." 

Britt's presence opens up running lanes for Chris Johnson, who rushed for more than 100 yards for the second straight week. 

The combination was too much for a Texans defense that had blanked the Titans three weeks ago. 

"We just embarrassed ourselves the last time we played these guys," tackle Michael Roos said. 

"We definitely wanted to come out and put on a good show. ..." 

In a related note. ... Even though veteran wide receiver Randy Moss hasn't caught a pass in two games and has only five receptions for 62 yards since joining the Titans, head coach Jeff Fisher says he doesn't regret acquiring him. 

"It was not a mistake whatsoever," Fisher said today, per TitanInsider. "If I had to do it again, of course, I would do it. Randy has been great for his team. The numbers aren't great, the production is not there right now, the play time is not there, because [Britt] is coming back. But Randy is a great teammate. He works with the young guys and has fun, and it's great to have him around. We've really enjoyed him." 

Britt's return has severely reduced Moss' role. 

"He, by no means, has been anything but great and understanding and understands where we are, and he knew when he came in the kind of player Kenny was, and he's been a really good influence on Kenny here of late. I think he gets satisfaction of seeing Kenny be productive," Fisher said. "He's bought into what we're doing. He's a pro, and he's been a great influence in the locker room for us." 

Has Moss lost it? 

"He was getting rotation early in the first two or three weeks, and we had some opportunities in the Washington game that we were unable to capitalize on," Fisher said. "He's practicing fine. He's making plays (in practice). You see him make plays and run by people on the practice field. It just hasn't happened (in games). ..." 

Don't bank on it happening in the last two games, either. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Fisher had said he might sit veterans in order to look at younger players, but his decision to make tight end Bo Scaife a healthy scratch Sunday against the Texans still came as a surprise. 

Scaife had 11 straight starts, had played in 27 straight games and was coming off the first two-touchdown performance of his career. 

So it was easy to wonder whether Fisher's decision was personnel related, as he stated, or whether it had anything to do with Scaife's comments earlier in the week. 

Scaife told the Tennessean on Wednesday that "the locker room might be divided up" over the rift between Fisher and Vince Young, and, "I know all the guys on my side, we all love VY." 

Fisher said a lack of depth on the defensive line was a primary factor in deactivating the sixth-year pro -- who becomes a free agent in March -- as well as getting tight ends Jared Cook and Craig Stevens more playing time. 

"We absolutely had to come into this game with eight defensive linemen because of the injuries, and that was the logical place to go," Fisher said. "I don't expect [Scaife] to be happy with it at all. That's kind of hard. ... But it's just the way the roster has gone." 

Cook, making his first NFL start, contributed three catches for 42 yards -- including a 27-yard reception in the third quarter. 

Scaife, who has 36 catches and four touchdowns this season, apparently was putting on his uniform when told he was inactive. 

"I saw him getting dressed and the next thing I know he was down," fullback Ahmard Hall said. "It caught us by surprise." 

Fisher said he can't make any guarantees of Scaife returning to the active roster the final two games. Scaife is a free agent at season's end. ... 

In yet another related item. ... Young returned to Nashville last week, first making his way to the team's practice facility on Friday and then showing up on the sideline for part of the second half of Sunday's win over the Houston Texans. 

On Monday, anything involving Young, who had had a locker-room blow-up with Fisher after the Nov. 21 loss to Washington, was clearly a topic that the coach had tired of. 

"Look this deal is y'all's deal, this is not our deal. We had an issue in the locker room after the Washington Redskin game. He had surgery; he went on IR," Fisher said. "I have not spoken with him, he is on IR and we'll address it when the season is over, period." 

Fisher seems quite eager to push the matter into the offseason when he can address it with owner Bud Adams. ... 

Back to the guys who are playing. ... According to the Sports Xchange, Johnson has 1,267 yards rushing, making him the 10th player in NFL history to have at least 1,200 yards rushing in each of his first three seasons. 

Collins now has 10 touchdown passes this season, including five in the past two games for the Titans. ... 

Rob Bironas made another field goal and has made 22 of 23 kicks on the season, as well as all 34 of his extra-point tries. ... 

And finally. ... Offensive coordinator Mike Heimerdinger, who continues to work and call plays despite undergoing chemotherapy for a rare form of cancer, was given the game ball from Sunday's win over the Texans. 

"He's dedicated himself to his job and this organization to the team and specifically the offense at a very, very difficult time," Fisher said. "What he's going through is not easy, and it's been a while since he was diagnosed. I was waiting for the opportunity, and that was the perfect opportunity yesterday. 

"He did a great job all week with the plan, a great job calling and we're just fortunate to have him here at the office every day." 
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QB: Kerry Collins, Chris Simms, Rusty Smith 
RB: Chris Johnson, Javon Ringer 
FB: Ahmard Hall 
WR: Kenny Britt, Nate Washington, Randy Moss, Justin Gage, Damian Williams, Marc Mariani, Lavelle Hawkins 
TE: Bo Scaife, Jared Cook, Craig Stevens 
PK: Rob Bironas 
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WASHINGTON REDSKINS
According to Associated Press sports writer Joseph White, it's not just the numbers that made Mike Shanahan's decision to go with Rex Grossman over Donovan McNabb look good. 

It's the fact that, for one of the few times this season, the Redskins had a nice rhythm, a certain flow, a steady pace -- that look that says the offense knows what it's doing. 

"Rex is so fast getting in and out of the huddle," tight end Chris Cooley said. "He is so intense. There is nothing laid back. He has a quick tempo and he gets us to the ball as fast as he can get us to the ball. He called a lot of plays on first down; he called a lot of plays quick. He got to the ball when they were moving around on defense and they weren't able to make adjustments. When he finally got into a rhythm, we got into a good rhythm." 

In his first start since 2008, Grossman accomplished things McNabb couldn't do over the first 13 games. Grossman threw four touchdown passes, leading the Redskins to a season high in points in a 33-30 loss to Dallas. He led scoring drives of 71, 78 and 56 yards in the second half as Washington overcame a 20-point deficit before losing on a late field goal. 

One game doesn't make a trend, and as White was quick to note, Grossman easily could revert to his underwhelming self over the final two games as the Redskins (5-9) play out the string. Grossman needs to prove he can handle a heavy pass rush and answer the nagging questions about his arm strength as he tries to earn himself a place -- as a starter or a backup tutoring a high draft pick -- on the roster for 2011. 

But why was he so much more efficient than a six-time Pro Bowl quarterback like McNabb? 

Much of it comes from Grossman's familiarity with the offense, having served as Houston's backup last year under offensive coordinator Kyle Shanahan, who now holds the same job with the Redskins. Mike Shanahan said Grossman was "100 percent with formations and calls" in Sunday's game. 

"Rex is very familiar with the terminology, which gives him the ability to throw things out there a little bit quicker than most quarterbacks would," Mike Shanahan said. "I was pleased with the pace of the game." 

As White noted, it's a pace McNabb never could match. 

It's worth remembering that the first time McNabb was benched this year, it was because Mike Shanahan had more confidence in Grossman's ability to run the 2-minute offense with the game on the line against Detroit in October. 

McNabb will be demoted to third-string for the final two games because Mike Shanahan wants to see John Beck take some second-string snaps in practice. While Mike Shanahan has been criticized for handling the benching in a way that appeared disrespectful to McNabb, the coach said Monday he won't ask McNabb to run the scout team in practice -- the usual job for the No. 3 guy. 

"I would never want a guy like Donovan to run the scout team, unless he wants to run the scout team," Mike Shanahan said. "You just don't do that in professional football." 

For what it's worth, McNabb felt disrespected by the way he was benched by Shanahan. 

"Everything was handled awkwardly," McNabb said Tuesday on his weekly radio show on ESPN980, "somewhat to a disrespect to me and to the team." 

Making his first public comments since his demotion last week, McNabb said he strongly disagreed with the decision, but he has a bigger problem with the way he says the organization leaked the news to the media before informing him. 

"Because of the timing and because of all the leaks and everything that was put out there, and no putting out the fire, so to speak," McNabb said, "I'm hearing everything through the media." 

Shanahan waited until Thursday evening to tell McNabb that Grossman would be the starter for the rest of the season, even though rumblings of a possible switch had been circulating all week. McNabb said he wasn't even aware that he was being demoted to No. 3 quarterback for the final two games of the season until Shanahan announced the move to reporters the next day. 

McNabb was asked if he felt demeaned by serving as the third-string quarterback. 

"Yeah, I don't think too many guys go from 1 to 3," he answered. "That's an unfortunate situation that I guess I'm one of a few to be a part of." 

The Redskins signed McNabb to a contract extension last month, but it contains a clause that allows the team to release him before next season without further financial obligations. McNabb said he did not think his relationship with Shanahan is permanently damaged and that he hopes to return to the team next season. 

"I love the fans here. ... I've enjoyed myself here," he said. "I think we can do some good things here. ..." 

Don't bet on it. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... According to TBD.com, receiver Santana Moss says that despite the continued frustration of enduring one disappointing season after another in Washington, he still wants to resign with the Redskins this offseason when he will be a free agent. 

While returning to the rebuilding Redskins doesn't give Moss the assurance that he will play for a winner, the 31-year old does know that he is a valued offensive weapon. In his first season in Kyle Shanahan's offense, Moss has 79 catches for 956 yards and six touchdowns, which already top last year's production during a full season. 

And Moss is on pace to make a career-high 90 catches and amass 1,093 yards, which would be the third-highest total of his career and the most since his first season in Washington 2005 (1,483 yards). 

Moss on Sunday had eight catches for 72 yards and two touchdowns. It was the first multi-touchdown game that he has had since 2005. ... 

As Washington Post staff writer Barry Svrluga reminded readers, against the New York Giants on Dec. 5, Cooley was targeted six times in the first half. In each of the two games since, though, the Redskins quarterback hasn't thrown Cooley the ball once in the first two quarters, waiting until the second half to involve the two-time Pro Bowler in the offense. 

Cooley rebounded in Sunday's 33-30 loss to Dallas to score the game-tying touchdown late in the fourth quarter. He finished the game with 62 yards on five catches -- all in the second half. 

"Honestly, I didn't have a ton of opportunities in the first half," Cooley said. "I was wide open early on the play that was designed for me -- sack. We had a couple of issues with protection, I stayed in a little bit [to block]. A couple of other plays where guys make plays. 

"I know it'd been discussed last week. Kyle [Shanahan] came to me in the second quarter and said, 'Look, I'm trying to find a way to get you the ball, man.' So, we're working." 

Cooley was an essential part of the passing game down the stretch. His big 27-yard play late in the third quarter kick-started a scoring drive. He put an exclamation point on that possession with a two-point conversion in the third quarter. And on the game-tying drive, he made a 17-yard catch on third down to keep the Redskins alive. 

Cooley is on pace for more than 850 yards, which would be a career-high. He currently has 67 catches, which already ranks as the third-most in his seven-year career. ... 

A week after rushing for a career-high 172 yards, Ryan Torain averaged 4.8 yards per a carry, but he became a non-factor on the ground after the Redskins fell behind 27-7 early in the third quarter. 

He wound up with just 11 carries. 

Still, Torain's 616 rushing yards are the second-most by a Redskin not named Clinton Portis during the last eight seasons. Ladell Betts ran for 1,154 in 2006. 
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QB: Rex Grossman, John Beck, Donovan McNabb 
RB: Ryan Torain, Keiland Williams, James Davis, Andre Brown 
FB: Mike Sellers, Daryl Young 
WR: Santana Moss, Anthony Armstrong, Brandon Banks, Roydell Williams 
TE: Chris Cooley, Fred Davis 
PK: Graham Gano 
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