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ARIZONA CARDINALS
As Associated Press sports writer Bob Baum notes, with their top defensive end just out of a brief stay in the hospital and its star wide receiver nursing a sore hamstring, Arizona doesn't have much time to recover from its tough loss at San Francisco.

The Cardinals are home against NFC West-leading Seattle on Thursday night.

Defensive end Calais Campbell had a scare when he went down in San Francisco and was carted off the field strapped to a stretcher.

He was hospitalized until a barrage of tests cleared him and he took part in the Cardinals' walk-through practice on Monday. He said he hopes to play Thursday.

Wide receiver Larry Fitzgerald has a sore hamstring.

Head coach Bruce Arians said Fitzgerald's condition is "about the same that he is every week."

"It gets a little better and then he plays on it and it gets worse," Arians said. "So hopefully we can continue to nurse it into the small open week and get it better."

Fitzgerald had a 75-yard touchdown catch against the 49ers, but he also had a costly fumble in the third quarter.

Carson Palmer threw two early interceptions, giving him 11 in six games this season.

Arians blamed the interceptions on the receivers.

Asked what Palmer could do to get a better start to a game, Arians said, "Have the guys around him play better."

So Palmer's slow start was because the receivers were in the wrong place?

"Yes," Arians said.

Remember; Palmer had as many touchdown passes, two, as he did interceptions against the 49ers. That's progress, because Palmer had been intercepted seven times and had two touchdowns in the three previous games.

It took him a season-high 41 attempts to throw for 298 yards -- his second most this season. And Palmer's 25 completions were his second most this year.

Whatever clicked, the Cardinals just hope it'll continue on Thursday against Seattle.

"I think he got a little bit more comfortable," Fitzgerald said. "He got settled. Guys started making some plays for him."

Meanwhile, Arians said there won't be much, if any, running in the team's three practices leading up to Thursday night.

"You don't practice, you walk through," he said.

Tackle Eric Winston said he has had a Thursday night game in six or seven of his eight NFL seasons.

"I've done it quite a bit," he said. "Obviously when you're younger it's a little easier, but as you get up there it's tough. I mean, from the standpoint of the mental part, you can gain an edge there, but it's tough physically.

"You're going in Thursday night you're probably going to still be a little sore or still be a little achy. You've just got to get over it and you're going to play."

The challenge gets tougher when it's a team as good as Seattle.

"We've got to do a really good job in the film room, do a really good job just with the walk-throughs, because that's what the practices are going to be is glorified walk-throughs," Winston said. "We're going to have to be on top of our stuff. "

As for the injury issues. ... This time, Fitzgerald's injury is to the right hamstring. Earlier in the year, it was his left. Fitzgerald likely won't be 100 percent until the bye week, which comes after the Week 8 game against the Falcons. He was limited Tuesday, but Fitz is expected to play as usual.

"I'm fine," Fitzgerald said, via the team's website. "It's a division game against the division leaders. You don't make excuses. You just go out and play ball."

Campbell also is expected to play Thursday.

Wide receiver Brittan Golden, just up from the practice squad, pulled a hamstring on his 53-yard catch Sunday and is doubtful for the Seahawks, Arians said.

Rob Housler (ankle) worked on a limited basis Monday. His seems likely to play but I'll be following up on all the walking wounded in advance of kickoff. ...

Other notes of interest. ... The Cardinals gained 109 yards on 21 carries against a tough 49er defense, with 51 yards coming in the third quarter. It's time to get rookie Andre Ellington more carries. He had 7 for 56 yards, including a 15-yard touchdown run in the second quarter in which he cut out wide to the right and turned on the jets to hit the end zone.

According to Profootballfocus.com, Ellington played on 31of the team's 68 offensive snaps against the Niners. Over the last four weeks, he's averaging 27 snaps, 9 touches and 70.2 total yards per game. Rashard Mendenhall is playing 30 snaps a day during that span.

More importantly, Ellington has gained 356 yards from scrimmage. Among rookies only the Bengals Giovani Bernard (438) has more. ...

Ryan Williams, a second-round pick in 2011, has been inactive for all six games, a healthy scratch. That's fueled speculation the Cardinals will try to trade him before the league deadline of Oct. 29.

Maybe they will, but at present, Arizona Republic staffer Kent Somers reports the Cardinals aren't pursuing a trade. There likely are several reasons for that.

Because of injuries, Williams has played in just five NFL games in three seasons, so it's not as if he would command much in return compensation.

There are people in the organization who think Williams has skills the team might need, especially later in the season. Williams certainly would be well-rested. The Cardinals aren't willing to exchange that possibility for a low pick. Yet.

Mendenhall isn't the picture of health. He missed a lot of practice in training camp and the first month of the season and wears a knee brace when he plays. Ellington has been effective, but if Mendenhall goes down, it would be beneficial to have a fresh, young back ready to activate.

Williams is only 23. He entered the NFL at age 20. A torn patella tendon caused Williams to miss his rookie season. A shoulder injury in Week 5 ended his second season. Maybe he's just been the victim of bad luck.

So, for now, Williams practices every day, sits on game days and tries to remain patient. ...

"It's very hard, because on the outside looking in, a lot of people don't understand what I've been through these few years," he said.

One last note here. ... Andre Roberts has caught only three passes in the last four games. The Cardinals aren't looking for him much. Against the 49ers, he was targeted four times. 
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QB: Carson Palmer, Drew Stanton, Ryan Lindley 
RB: Rashard Mendenhall, Andre Ellington, Alfonso Smith, Stepfan Taylor, Ryan Williams 
WR: Larry Fitzgerald, Michael Floyd, Andre Roberts, Jaron Brown, Brittan Golden 
TE: Jim Dray, Rob Housler, Kory Sperry, DC Jefferson 
PK: Jay Feely 
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ATLANTA FALCONS
As ESPN.com's Vaughn McClure framed it,. "Julio Jones undergoes season-ending foot surgery Monday. Roddy White questioned the identity of the offense in a radio interview Friday.

"All seems to be imploding for a 1-4 Atlanta Falcons team picked by many to make the Super Bowl this season."

Add in the fact that Steven Jackson and White both have hamstring injuries that kept them off the practice field Tuesday, when the team returned to work following the bye and there's ample reason for concern.

Still, through all the adversity, quarterback Matt Ryan continues to approach work with a smile. And head coach Mike Smith continues to keep an optimistic approach.

"We are still in this," Smith said last week. "There are still 11 games to be played, a lot of football to be played. We're focusing on us and focusing on what we have to do to get a win. We can't look beyond our next opponent."

The next opponent, of course, could help. The Falcons return to action Sunday as they host the winless Tampa Bay Buccaneers.

Smith said running back Jason Snelling, who sustained a concussion in the last game, looks to be on track to return this week.

Snelling was injured in the Falcons' 30-28 loss to the Jets, Oct. 7. He played 20 offensive snaps and scored on a 4-yard shovel pass from Ryan before exiting.

The Falcons need a full complement of running backs to help shoulder the offensive load with Jones now out for the season. Smith did not provide an update on the status of Jackson, who has been sidelined since Week 2 with a hamstring injury.

The Falcons are hopeful that Jackson returns to the lineup. He was injured in the second game of the season on Sept. 15 against the St. Louis Rams.

"We want to get Steven back as quickly as we can," Smith said. "He's continuing to work with our athletic performance group on the side. He hasn't been back on the field. ... We need to get Steven back as quickly as we can."

Jacquizz Rodgers is the Falcons top rusher through five games. He's had 52 carries for 177 yards (3.4 per carry) and two touchdowns.

The status of White coming off a hamstring injury also remains unknown. White also was injured against the Jets. He had been recovering from a high ankle sprain before the hamstring injury.

Other injuries to monitor coming off the bye week include left tackle Sam Baker (knee), middle linebacker Akeem Dent (ankle), and tight end Chase Coffman (knee).

Meanwhile, McClure points out the loss of Jones for the season and the uncertainty surrounding White's injury status are destined to alter the Atlanta Falcons' offensive approach in the coming weeks.

Could that mean a lot more two-tight-end formations moving forward, considering how much Tony Gonzalez already has been relied upon and how rookie Levine Toilolo has started to develop?

"I think he's coming along like we anticipated," Smith said of Toilolo. "I think he's going to be a very good threat, especially in the red zone.

"But, yes, [more two-tight-end sets] would be an option for us as well."

Gonzalez has been an integral part of the offense the entire season and is second on the team with 33 receptions, right behind the injured Jones (41). Gonzalez has been targeted 47 times, also right behind Jones (59).

Teaming the 6-5 Gonzalez more with 6-8 Toilolo won't exactly give the Falcons the type of tandem the New England Patriots had in recent years, but Ryan will need such big targets to compensate for the loss of the 6-3 Jones.

Toilolo will get even more snaps, too, because of Coffman's injury.

Two of Toilolo's five receptions have gone for touchdowns. Gonzalez leads the Falcons with three touchdown receptions.

Meanwhile, Harry Douglas, Drew Davis and Kevin Cone move up in the wideout rotation with Jones done for the year. The team also signed Brian Robiskie for depth last week. ...

Needless to say, I'll be following up on White and Jackson in coming days. Check the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. 
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QB: Matt Ryan, Dominique Davis 
RB: Jacquizz Rodgers, Jason Snelling, Antone Smith, Josh Vaughn, Steven Jackson 
FB: Jason Snelling 
WR: Roddy White, Harry Douglas, Drew Davis, Kevin Cone, Brian Robiskie 
TE: Tony Gonzalez, Levine Toilolo, Chase Coffman 
PK: Matt Bryant 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS
As the Sports Xchange noted on Monday, the inability to establish a ground game continues to plague the Ravens' offense.

Three-time Pro Bowl running back Ray Rice was stonewalled repeatedly during a 19-17 loss to the Green Bay Packers on Sunday.

Despite a first-and-goal at the Packers' 4-yard line during the second quarter, Rice gained two yards and one yard before being tackled for no gain on third down. Bernard Pierce was then tackled on fourth down for no yards.

"We would love to run the ball better," Rice said. "It's not something that you plan on, going out there and messing up. The run game has to get better.

"They created piles. They did what good goal-line defenses do. I never had a fair one-on-one shot with a guy. There was always two or three [defenders] in the hole."

Rice admitted frustration after rushing for just 34 yards on 14 carries, averaging 2.4 yards per run. The Ravens were held to 47 yards on 22 carries with Pierce limited to nine yards on six runs.

"What you saw out there is not what we put out in practice -- we practiced so hard," Rice said. "I guess I'd use the words ‘a little frustrated.'"

The frustration is understandable (and most likely shared by Rice owners).

Entering Week 7, the Ravens rank 27th in the NFL with 72.7 rushing yards per game and ahead of only the winless Jacksonville Jaguars with a paltry average of 2.7 yards per carry. That per-game average is the lowest rushing total after six games in the six-year John Harbaugh era, and it's not even close. The previous low was an average of 106.2 yards rushing last season, a difference of 33.5 yards per game.

The problems with the running game are reflected in the offense in general.

As ESPN.com's Jamison Hensley noted this week, "You can blame the offensive line for not getting any push and making foolish penalties. You can blame Rice for being too tentative. You can blame Joe Flacco for holding onto the ball too long. You can even blame coach John Harbaugh for a couple of debatable decisions."

But fantasy owners hoping for a sudden turnaround probably won't like to hear what Harbaugh has to say.

"The thing that we're not going to do is overreact," Harbaugh said. "You don't go in there and make any kind of major adjustments when you know you're doing things well, and you've got the people to do it. We're a work in progress, no doubt about it."

The problem is, there's been no sign of "progress" with the Ravens offense -- especially the rushing attack. Sunday was the ninth straight time the Ravens have lost when rushing for fewer than 60 yards.

As Hensley notes, Baltimore has trouble getting past the line of scrimmage with a Pro Bowl running back (Rice) and a Pro Bowl fullback (Vonta Leach). This is a team that has a coach, Juan Castillo, whose job title is run game coordinator.

Ravens' rushers were hit in the backfield on nine of their 21 designed runs Sunday, according to ESPN Stats & Information. The Ravens haven't been hit as many times in the backfield since Week 1 of the 2010 season against the New York Jets.

This is a reflection of poor blocking by the offensive line and indecisive running by Rice. The lack of a running game has hurt the Ravens' ability to extend drives. The Ravens were 2 of 14 (14 percent) on third downs, which is more of an indictment on the ground game.

Getting stopped on first and second downs put Baltimore in several third-and-longs. In fact, the Ravens needed at least 10 yards to convert on nine of those plays. The average distance to get a first down for the Ravens was 11.2 yards Sunday.

Flacco said it's like "fighting an uphill battle every single drive."

The Ravens offense saved some face in the fourth quarter when Flacco completed a desperation, 63-yard pass to Tandon Doss to convert fourth-and-21 and close to within two points. But it doesn't overshadow the fact that the Ravens had 210 yards and three points through three quarters.

"It was too little, too late," said Flacco, who was 20-of-34 for 342 yards and two touchdowns. "We've just got to find a way to get it going for all four quarters."

As Hensley summed up, "Until the offense can put together a complete game, the Ravens can't be considered a complete team. ..."

Nor can Rice be considered a high-end fantasy RB1. The numbers don't lie. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Wide receiver Torrey Smith entered Sunday as the only player in the NFL to post 85 receiving yards or more in each of their first five games, but he was limited to just one catch for 12 yards by the Packers on Sunday.

According to Baltimore Sun staffer Aaron Wilson, the Packers primarily matched up cornerback Sam Shields on Smith, who has 28 receptions for 563 yards and one touchdown this season. They also deployed safeties Morgan Burnett and M.D. Jennings to account for Smith, who had six catches for 121 yards last week against the Dolphins and five catches for 166 yards two games ago against the Bills.

"We called some plays in the first half looking for them to kind of rotate the single high and drop a guy down and they do," Flacco said. "They kept their safeties wide. They stayed in cloud coverage. If anything, they might have done that a couple more times than we anticipated."

As the season progresses, the challenge for the Ravens will be to find creative ways to keep Smith involved even when defenses are determined to negate his impact. ...

Doss led Baltimore with 99 yards on four catches. Tight end Dallas Clark had four catches for 81 yards and a touchdown. And rookie wide receiver Marlon Brown had three catches for 71 yards.

Jacoby Jones played Sunday for the first time since spraining his knee against the Broncos in Week 1.

According to Profootballfocus.com's Mike Clay, Brown played on 48-of-70 snaps. Jones was on the field for 20.

Despite the limited snaps, Jones did catch two passes for 42 yards, including an 11-yard touchdown that cut Baltimore's deficit to 16-10 early in the fourth quarter. He also averaged 25.5 yards on four kick returns. Look for his role to continue increasing in coming weeks. 
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QB: Joe Flacco, Tyrod Taylor 
RB: Ray Rice, Bernard Pierce, Shaun Draughn 
FB: Vonta Leach, Kyle Juszczyk 
WR: Torrey Smith, Jacoby Jones, Marlon Brown, Tandon Doss, Deonte Thompson, Brandon Stokley 
TE: Ed Dickson, Dallas Clark, Billy Bajema 
PK: Justin Tucker 
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BUFFALO BILLS
As ESPN.com's Mike Rodak notes, when the Bills decided to promote Thad Lewis from the practice squad and start him Sunday, it was easy to write-off the former Duke quarterback.

But Cincinnati Bengals defensive end Michael Johnson, who played against Lewis in college, warned his teammates against overlooking the Bills' newest signal caller.

"I told them he wasn't a pushover," Johnson said. "[There's] a reason why he's still in the league. [There's] a reason why he was able to do what he did in college."

Lewis completed 19 of 32 passes for 216 yards, two touchdowns, and no interceptions in a 27-24 overtime loss to the Bengals.

His first pass of the game -- a 47-yard completion to T.J. Graham -- was the Bills' longest play of the season. Soon after, Lewis scrambled up the middle for a 3-yard touchdown.

"It felt great," he said. "Coming into the game you've got to be confident in this league. If I was nervous in any way, shape, or form, Cincinnati would've ate us up. That first pass let the defensive backs know that our receivers were coming to play."

The rest of Lewis' day wasn't spectacular, but all things considered -- including being without top receiver Stevie Johnson -- it was a solid performance by Lewis in just his second career start.

The Bills did not appear to change their offense much in the absence of rookie EJ Manuel, who started the first five games of the season. With Lewis at the helm, Buffalo ran a heavy dose of the zone read, with Lewis running seven times for 17 yards.

One of those runs, early in the third quarter, was Lewis' low point of the game. He was hit by defensive end Carlos Dunlap and fumbled. The Bengals recovered and marched 53 yards for a touchdown.

"I thought he was trying to do too much," head coach Doug Marrone said. "He just has to put the ball away and not turn the ball over. That would be the one thing I was disappointed in."

Lewis was also sacked five times and wasn't able to connect with Chris Hogan on a third-and-6 pass in overtime, which set-up the game-winning Bengals field goal.

"It's never good when you don't come out with a 'W'," Lewis said.

For the Bills, though, they have to be satisfied with Lewis' performance. All eyes now turn to his injury, which leaves his status up in the air for the moment.

"I'm sure if he gets his opportunities like he is now, he's going to take advantage of them," Johnson said. "He's going to be pretty tough to deal with."

Lewis was wearing a walking boot on his right foot after the game, but Marrone said Monday that X-rays and an MRI on Lewis' foot were clean and that he "feels good" about Lewis' chances to play in Week 7 against the Miami Dolphins.

Lewis was practicing on Wednesday. ...

That said, the team added Matt Flynn to their roster on Monday. Flynn said the Bills contacted him last week after he was released by the Oakland Raiders.

"We were talking about bringing him in for a workout prior to the game," Marrone said. "What we're doing is trying to make sure that we have enough players on our roster, with the amount of injuries we've had, so that we're backed up with people who can go out there and be able to do it."

Prior to his release, Flynn was demoted to third on the Raiders' depth chart.

In his one start this season, a Sept. 29 loss to the Washington Redskins, Flynn went 21-of-32 passing for 227 yards and a touchdown but threw an interception and was sacked seven times.

"I'm happy I'm getting a fresh start," Flynn said Monday. "One game isn't going to affect my overall confidence or my belief in what I can do. ..."

Meanwhile, as Rodak suggested, credit Marrone and Nathaniel Hackett for going against the grain and choosing Lewis to start off the practice squad. It may not have resulted in a win, but Lewis did exactly what the Bills needed him to do in the game.

And from a fantasy perspective, Lewis clearly has what it takes to keep the team's offense productive and on schedule as the Bills prepare for back-to-back road trips to face the Miami Dolphins and New Orleans Saints to close out the first half of their season.

After Sunday, the Bills will play just three more times at Ralph Wilson Stadium this season, and only twice before Dec. 22. ...

For what it's worth, Marrone told reporters on Monday that Manuel, who was injured in the Week 5 game against Cleveland, is "ahead of schedule" in his recovery from a sprained MCL and would resume on-field work Tuesday.

Marrone followed up on Wednesday by saying that Manuel will be out another 4-6 weeks.

That would put Manuel back in game action in Week 11 against the New York Jets at the earliest, as the 4-6 week time frame refers to Manuel returning to the practice field rather than real game action. The Bills have their bye week in Week 12, so is wouldn't be a surprise if they err on the side of caution and hold Manuel out until their Week 13 home game against the Falcons. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Johnson, who missed practice this week while attending the funeral of a relative in California, worked out with coaches before the game but said his sore back was not well enough for him to play. It ended a streak of 48 straight starts by Johnson.

"It wasn't where we wanted it to be," he said of his back, which he aggravated in the game at Cleveland. "I'll be back at it tomorrow for treatment and be ready to go for Miami.

"It came down to an unfortunate situation as far as going back home and not getting the proper treatment for the week. Not getting plays, the feel with Thad coming in as the quarterback. There were a lot of things that weighed into it. ..."

Johnson is expected to play as usual this week. ...

Rookie wideout Marquise Goodwin returned to action after missing four games and he caught a game-tying 40-yard TD with 1:08 left in regulation.

Sunday was another gutsy performance by C.J. Spiller, who was noticeably limping on the sidelines throughout the game. Spiller rushed ten times for 55 yards, showing elusiveness you wouldn't expect with his injury. The Bills also got a spark from Tashard Choice, who gained 24 yards on four carries.

The problem area for this unit came on the Bengals' goal line stand early in the second quarter, when Fred Jackson was unable to punch it in from two yards out on three straight plays. Still, injuries considered, it was a solid outing by this group.

Spiller was working on a limited basis Wednesday. ...

And finally. ... Dan Carpenter continued his strong season, nailing a 51-yarder a week after converting from 52 yards. 
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QB: Thad Lewis, Jeff Tuel, Matt Flynn, EJ Manuel 
RB: C.J. Spiller, Fred Jackson, Tashard Choice 
FB: Frank Summers 
WR: Stevie Johnson, Robert Woods, T.J. Graham, Marquise Goodwin, Chris Hogan, Marcus Easley 
TE: Scott Chandler, Lee Smith, Chris Gragg 
PK: Dan Carpenter 
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CAROLINA PANTHERS
As Charlotte Observer staffer Joseph Person reported it, a week after taking a beating and losing four turnovers in a loss at Arizona, Cam Newton accounted for four touchdowns Sunday as the Panthers blew out the Vikings 35-10 at the Metrodome.

Head coach Ron Rivera, a longtime defensive assistant and typically a conservative game manager, went for two fourth-and-1's on a tone-setting, opening drive that ended with the first of Newton's three touchdown passes.

"It means a lot," Newton said of Rivera's early aggressiveness. "Being in a hostile environment, and knowing that we need an edge in this game, we went for it. For him to trust us means a lot and it speaks volumes.

"He's a defensive coach by nature, so he always has that conservative mentality. But I think he is kind of breaking his mold to a degree, and giving the whole team confidence with him."

The Panthers moved within a game of .500 and will face St. Louis next week at home. In victories against the Giants (0-6) and Vikings (1-4), the Panthers have outscored their opponents 73-10.

Rivera, criticized for his decision to kick a field goal on fourth-and-1 late in a Week 2 loss at Buffalo, kept the offense on the field on fourth-and-short from the Vikings' 32. Fullback Mike Tolbert ran behind left guard Travelle Wharton for a 2-yard gain to keep the drive alive.

Six plays later, on fourth-and-1 from the 2, Rivera went for it again. Newton fired a strike to Steve Smith on a crossing route for a 7-0 lead.

"That first drive we marched it down the field pretty methodically. To have coach Rivera give us the go-ahead on two fourth-and-1s, to call that consecutively on one drive is a pretty gutsy call for a head coach," left tackle Jordan Gross said. "It meant a lot to us that he would do that. It meant a lot to him that we held up our end of the bargain."

Rivera, whose job security has been in question since the end of last season, said he would continue to take more chances.

"It's what we're going to do and we're going to do the best we can to make things happen. I think these guys bought into it," Rivera said. "I think that showing a little confidence and faith in them has really helped them."

A week after his bad day in the desert, Newton finished with a career-high passer rating of 143.4.

Newton completed 20 of 26 passes for 242 yards, and added 30 yards and a touchdown on the ground. His 76.9 completion percentage was the second-best of his three-year career.

Newton's success went hand-in-hand with the play of his offensive line.

Newton, sacked seven times in the 22-6 loss to Arizona, was sacked once Sunday and had good protection throughout the game. He helped himself by getting rid of the ball quicker, and did a nice job taking his check-down throws to running backs when receivers were covered downfield.

After dropping a touchdown pass during the Panthers' first series at Arizona, Smith said he and the rest of the receivers wanted to do their part. Brandon LaFell, who also had a key drop against the Cardinals, took advantage of a broken coverage for a 79-yard touchdown catch on the third play of the second half.

LaFell blocked solidly all game, and Smith and No. 3 wideout Ted Ginn both laid out defensive backs with big hits.

"I think for the most part for about three quarters offensively we played pretty good last week. The only negative part was the receivers let the offense down," Smith said. "This week we wanted to make sure it didn't fall on us, that we'd be accountable, that people would depend on us, that we could be reliable. And I think we did that as far as catching the ball, running good routes and also blocking."

Before the game, Gross told teammates that this was a pivotal moment for a team trying to avoid being buried by a slow start for a third consecutive season.

"I likened it to being on the edge of a cliff, and you're either going to fall or you're going to keep fighting," Gross said.

As Person suggested, "Thanks to a strong performance by their quarterback and some go-for-broke calls from their coach, the Panthers are still hanging on. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Running back Jonathan Stewart was scheduled to work out with trainer Ryan Vermillion again Tuesday before the Panthers decide whether Stewart will begin practicing in team drills Wednesday.

Stewart has been on the physically unable to perform list following offseason surgery on both ankles. His right ankle has been slower to heal, although Stewart has been running on the side the past couple of weeks.

Per the PUP list rules, Stewart was not eligible to return until this week. Teams have a three-week window in which to allow the player to begin practicing, then another three-week stretch from his first practice to decide whether to activate him to the 53-man roster.

If need be, Stewart insists he could be ready for the Rams.

"Yeah, I think I can work myself to do whatever is needed for me to do to help the team win, to play efficient football," Stewart said.

Rivera, meanwhile, said he was "cautiously optimistic" Stewart would be back in the fold soon.

"We'll see. He's at a point where he's doing a lot more. But he's been doing it on the side," Rivera said Monday. "Ryan will work him out again tomorrow and see how he feels and we'll make a determination as we get ready for Wednesday's practice."

Behind leading rusher DeAngelo Williams and Tolbert, the Panthers rank eighth in rushing at 135.8 yards a game.

But Rivera said Stewart would add another element to the mix.

"I think with a guy like that that comes in a little with a little bit of a power inside guy, sometimes if he gets rolling he can pound, pound, pound, and all of a sudden you've got a guy with DeAngelo's quickness and burst, and he breaks a big one," Rivera said.

"Again, it's something that's happened here in the past with those two guys. I do know that with Michael Tolbert in the mix as well, we'll have a very good tandem of backs, even better than we have right now. Because I really like what we're doing and we want to stay right along those lines."

Stewart even admitted he'd like to have more than a week of practice before going live, reminding he hasn't taken a game snap since November.

It's been a long time," Stewart said. "I'd rather get into the rhythm. Again, it's a professional sport and it's a business of being productive. If your name is called, you've got to produce."

Stewart was not on the practice field Wednesday, but I'll obviously be following up on his status in coming days; those interested will want to watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

LaFell set a career high with 107 receiving yards, 79 of those coming on a third-quarter touchdown, the Panthers' longest play this season. Williams set season highs with five receptions for 53 yards. He was limited to 64 rushing yards on 17 carries.

Tolbert scored his first receiving touchdown since September of 2011, when he was with the Chargers. Tolbert also added his second rushing touchdown of the season Sunday.

Greg Olsen caught two passes for 19 yards, both season lows. According to the Sports Xchange, Olsen did not appear 100 percent after suffering a foot injury in Week 5.

Worth noting, Olsen was back in a walking boot on Wednesday -- as he was last Wednesday. Look for the team to continue managing the foot injury going forward.

Running back Kenjon Barner (foot) was practicing Wednesday. ...

And finally. ... Maybe Smith's comments aimed at umpire Dan Ferrell paid off.

In case you missed it, Smith called Ferrell "garbage" and the "sorriest" official he'd ever met for allowing the Arizona defensive backs to be so aggressive with him last week. On Carolina's first drive against Minnesota, cornerback Chris Cook was called for holding Smith on third down to keep the drive alive. Asked if his comments may have helped, Smith smiled and said, "All I know is he was grabbing me -- again. I had a good catch on a slant. That's all I can say."

Smith still hasn't heard from the NFL on a possible fine, and doesn't expect to at this point. 
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QB: Cam Newton, Derek Anderson 
RB: DeAngelo Williams, Mike Tolbert, Kenjon Barner, Jonathan Stewart, Armond Smith 
FB: Mike Tolbert 
WR: Steve Smith, Brandon LaFell, Ted Ginn, Domenik Hixon, Marvin McNutt 
TE: Greg Olsen, Ben Hartsock, Richie Brockel, Brandon Williams 
PK: Graham Gano 
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CHICAGO BEARS
According to Chicago Sun-Times staff reporter Mark Potash, before the Bears beat the Giants last week, tight end Martellus Bennett didn't think the offense had to carry any more weight than its own.

‘‘I think it's the 33.3 rule -- we all make up 33 percent of the team," Bennett said. ‘‘We've got to make sure our 33 percent is not 27 percent every week. We just have to go out and do our job.

‘‘The defense is great. They'll do what they need to do every single week. We just have to hold up our part. We can't worry about the defense."

That sounds like a plan. But after the 27-21 victory Thursday night over the Giants at Soldier Field, it's time for the offense to worry about the defense and take on a little more than its 33.3 percent share of the load.

Under head coach Marc Trestman, the Bears are an offense-first football team, and unless Mel Tucker is a magician, it's only going to get more lopsided this season.

The short week and yet another season-ending injury on defense might have made things look worse than they are. With one game in a 24-day stretch after the Giants game, the Bears' defense has a chance to heal up and get back on its feet.

But even if cornerback Charles Tillman and defensive tackle Stephen Paea get healthy, the Bears still have issues on defense -- Julius Peppers isn't getting any younger and defensive tackles Henry Melton and Nate Collins and middle linebacker D.J. Williams aren't coming back this season. The hope that rookie Jon Bostic can blossom into an upgrade with experience as the starting middle linebacker -- a possibility -- is tempered by a very real and reasonable fear: Who will go down next?

A very manageable schedule in the last 10 regular-season games makes it even clearer that the onus will be on the offense to start taking larger steps. Of their last 10 opponents, six came into Week 6 ranked in the top 10 in total offense. Eight came in ranked 20th or lower in total defense.

‘‘[We're] a little banged up defensively," quarterback Jay Cutler said. ‘‘We're getting to a point where we're at 21 points, and sometimes it isn't going to cut it in this league. You have to put up 30, sometimes more."

As Potash suggested, the offense is getting there. Cutler's 65.9 completion percentage, 12 touchdown passes and 95.2 passer rating are career-best marks after six games. His 1,630 passing yards are his best as a Bear after six games and second-best in his career. Against the Giants, a wide receiver had the longest run of the day (Alshon Jeffery's 15-yard end-around), and a fullback had the longest reception (Tony Fiammetta's 30-yard pass play). In previous years, that would be cause for suspicion. In this offense, it's a sign of growth and versatility.

‘‘You can see it -- when we do our jobs, we're a potent offense," said center Roberto Garza, who's in his ninth season with the Bears. ‘‘When we execute the plays, we move the ball up and down the field and score points. Obviously, we have to finish the game."

How quickly the Bears can reach that point could be critical in a season still being defined by injuries and age as much as Cutler's growth and Trestman's guidance.

‘‘We just have to clean up the technique stuff; it's only technique," Garza said. ‘‘We do it to ourselves."

"The next step can't be too far away," Potash wrote. "And it needs to be a big one."

‘‘It'll be nice [when the offense finishes as well as it started against the Giants]," rookie guard Kyle Long said. ‘‘We're going to get it eventually. We're all coming together as an offense -- I think you guys can see that. There's progress made weekly. We're going to try to string together 60 minutes of football."

As Potash summed up, "The way things are going on the other side of the ball -- the sooner the better. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Jeff Dickerson, Trestman rejects the notion that a successful offense must have balance in the play-calling department.

While former Bears head coach Lovie Smith used to stress a balanced approach on offense and even had to go as far as to stage a pair of play-calling interventions with ex-offensive coordinator Mike Martz, Trestman has a different spin on the subject.

Trestman called 39 passing plays compared to 26 runs in against the Giants (the final NFL stat sheet lists the pass to run ratio as 36:29, but Cutler scrambled three times when the pocket collapsed). Through six games, Cutler has passed the ball 217 times, while the club has run the ball 146 times -- including 18 Cutler rushes for 92 yards.

Some may wonder if the Bears are running the ball enough. Not Trestman.

"I never talked about balance, I really never have; I don't think it's significant," Trestman said. "I think what's most important, and I've said it from the beginning, is scoring touchdowns and moving the football. If [we need to run to move the football], that's great. We have a guy [Matt Forte] we feel good about running the football. We feel our line is good at run blocking. But I never felt that run-pass ratio is necessarily the most important thing. It's finding ways to move the football."

Dickerson reminded readers that Trestman was hired, in large part, to pump life into an offense that last year ranked No. 28 (310.6) in total yards and No. 16 in points scored (23.4), an inflated number due to all the defensive touchdowns (nine) the Bears scored in 2012.

The 4-2 Bears are averaging 369.2 yards and 28.6 points per game in 2013.

For Trestman, that's what really matters. ...

Cutler came 38 yards short of throwing for 300 yards in three consecutive games for the first time in his career, and the first time in franchise history. But the quarterback broke his own career best, with two scoring strikes, to give him a touchdown pass in 12 straight games.

But ESPN.com's Michael C. Wright advised readers it's not all about passing for Cutler, though. The quarterback's decision-making is markedly better than in the past, and he's scorching opponents with sneaky athleticism when the situation calls for it.

Cutler has generated a passer rating of 100 or better in two straight games, and he's now 27-2 (including the postseason) when his passer rating is 100 or better.

Robbie Gould has matched the NFL record of 12 consecutive 50-yard field goals made held by Minnesota Vikings kicker Blair Walsh. Both players currently have their streaks intact.

Devin Hester became Chicago's all-time kick returner in terms of yardage with a 28-yard return against the Giants. He later had a 22-yard return, too, and it brought his record total to 4,643 yards. Glyn Milburn had the old record of 4,596. Hester already held the team record for punt return yardage (3,020).

And one last note here. ... Bennett is still nursing a sore knee that kept him from practicing early in the week, but barring a setback it seems unlikely to cost him playing time. 
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QB: Jay Cutler, Josh McCown 
RB: Matt Forte, Michael Bush, Michael Ford 
FB: Tony Fiammetta 
WR: Brandon Marshall, Alshon Jeffery, Earl Bennett, Joe Anderson, Marquess Wilson, Eric Weems 
TE: Martellus Bennett, Steve Maneri, Dante Rosario 
PK: Robbie Gould 
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CINCINNATI BENGALS
According to ESPN.com's Coley Harvey, it may come as little surprise the day after his quarterback posted his best outing in a year that head coach Marvin Lewis would come out and vow support in his starting signal-caller. But given the way the last three weeks have gone for Andy Dalton, the vote of confidence should put to rest, for now, calls to replace him.

"As I told him, it's his football team," Lewis said on Monday. "And he's doing well. He's directing our football team. We're in a good spot and we have to keep going."

The head coach was addressing reporters at home for the first time since Sunday's 27-24 overtime win at the Buffalo Bills. During the victory, his third-year quarterback threw for 337 yards and three touchdowns. It was the first time he had crossed the 300-yard threshold in 364 days. Last October, at Cleveland, he threw for 381 yards and three scores in a loss.

Dalton was named AFC Offensive Player of the Week on Wednesday.

Given the way Dalton played against the Bills, those outside the fan base would be surprised to know just how embattled the quarterback has been, not only this season, but throughout his entire career. He currently leads a team that is 4-2 and looks like a viable playoff contender.

When it comes to his career, he has been to the postseason both of his first two seasons, but has yet to win a game.

And as Harvey reminded readers, that's where the knock on Dalton comes. To some, he can't win big games.

Lewis begs to differ.

"I don't know if his predecessor has won these kind of games week in and week out," Lewis said. "That's important all the time. The ultimate goal we all have is to win the football game."

For context sake, it's important to note that Lewis brought up Dalton's predecessor, Carson Palmer, only because he was asked to compare the two quarterbacks. Just before the question about the comparison was raised, Lewis on his own brought up the fact he believed there was so much lacking support in his current quarterback because of the other NFL starters he has been compared to his entire career.

"There's a couple different comparisons," Lewis said. "Are you comparing Andy to Matt Ryan? Are you comparing Andy to Drew Brees? Aaron Rodgers? It depends on who you want to compare him to. You know what I'm saying? Those latter two are a different time frame [for when they first started games]. They sat around and watched for three years, four years and then they got an opportunity."

Ryan, like Dalton, started right away when he was drafted by the Atlanta Falcons in 2008. Brees and Palmer were understudies their rookie seasons and didn't start a game. Rodgers was on the bench three seasons until he finally got an opportunity to start for the Packers.

"So there's a little bit of difference," Lewis continued. "We're asking for Drew Brees and Aaron Rodgers right now, today."

As a former quarterback, Bengals offensive coordinator Jay Gruden knows exactly what challenges Dalton has seen and what he will continue to face. Still, he wants to see as many outings like Sunday's as he can.

"Overall, you have to grade his performance in a positive way," Gruden said. "We're still going to coach him up on some of the negative ones, the bad decisions. But I think he played well."

The record reflects that.

As Associated Press sports writer Joe Kay noted on Monday, the Bengals are in an unfamiliar place six weeks into the season. "Check out the AFC North standings," Kay wrote. "There they are, right at the top. And all alone."

Cincinnati leads the division all by itself for the first time since the end of the 2009 season, when it won the division.

And the Bengals feel they're just starting to find their stride. Which is probably a good thing.

A overtime victory in Buffalo on Sunday represented a solid start to their most challenging stretch of the schedule. It was the first of four road games in a five-game stretch. They play at Detroit (4-2) Sunday, host the Jets, then play at Miami and Baltimore.

If they can get through this stretch intact, they'll be playing for the division title down the stretch.

"If we continue going out there and playing hard, everything's possible for us," running back Giovani Bernard said Monday. "We knew going into the season that this team is very packed. We have playmakers across the board offensively and defensively. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Also according to Harvey, one of the reasons Dalton had such a strong day passing the football was that his receivers picked up big yards after their numerous screen, slant and shovel-pass receptions. Of the Bengals' 337 yards receiving, 243 came after the catch. Their average of 9.35 yards after the catch was the highest mark of the season.

One example of that style of play came in the first half, when receiver A.J. Green caught a screen pass near the line of scrimmage and sprinted through a hole that formed when a pair of other receivers formed a seal, and offensive tackle Andrew Whitworth opened the hole further when he pushed two defenders out of the way.

Green picked up 54 of his game-high 103 yards on that play. On that same drive, Bernard caught a short shovel pass from Dalton and juked past a series of defenders for a 20-yard touchdown reception. ...

Dane Sanzenbacher had a clutch 17-yard catch on fourth down during the third quarter to keep the a drive going. ...

The rushing attack was effective in Buffalo, averaging 4.0 yards per carry on 41 attempts.

BenJarvus Green-Ellis had nine quality rushes in 18 attempts, including a season-long 25-yard gain during the second quarter. Bernard averaged less than two yards per carry but his impact was felt in the passing game. A reverse to Marvin Jones worked once again, this time for a 34-yard gain that is the longest running play of the year.

Fullback Chris Pressley is eligible to return off PUP this week, but Lewis gave no timetable on if he would practice this week. ...

And finally. ... Mike Nugent atoned for a 34-yard miss in the third quarter with a 43-yarder in overtime. It was the second time in three years Nugent kicked a 43-yard field goal on the last play of the game to lift the Bengals over the Bills.

The differences this time were that the game was in overtime and where he kicked it.

"This one was on the right hash and the one in Cincinnati was on the left hash. Same result though," special teams coach Darrin Simmons said.

Simmons also said that Nugent, who has three game-winning kicks in four seasons with the Bengals, was relaxed before coming out for the field goal.

"I told him to keep his head down. Last one he popped his head up and knew that it was no good," Simmons said. 
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QB: Andy Dalton, Josh Johnson 
RB: BenJarvus Green-Ellis, Giovani Bernard, Cedric Peerman, Rex Burkhead 
FB: Orson Charles 
WR: A.J. Green, Mohamed Sanu, Marvin Jones, Brandon Tate, Dane Sanzenbacher, Ryan Whalen 
TE: Jermaine Gresham, Tyler Eifert, Alex Smith 
PK: Mike Nugent 
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CLEVELAND BROWNS
As Profootballtalk.com's Josh Alper framed it, "There's a lot of football left to be played this season, but we'll go out on a limb and say that Brandon Weeden threw the ugliest interception of the 2013 season on Sunday. ..."

Hard to argue the point.

Weeden was under pressure from the Lions in the fourth quarter when he tried what Alper characterized as "a backhanded flip/shovel/whatever" toward running back Chris Ogbonnaya. Lions linebacker DeAndre Levy had no trouble picking off the wounded duck and the Lions drove down for their final touchdown in a 31-17 victory.

It was one of two interceptions on the day for Weeden, but those turnovers won't open the door for Jason Campbell to get a shot in the starting lineup.

Mary Kay Cabot of the Cleveland Plain Dealer reports that head coach Rob Chudzinski said Monday that Weeden will remain the team's starting quarterback. Chudzinski said that Weeden "played well in spurts" and that he didn't think the rest of the Browns players have lost confidence in Weeden.

The Browns gave a pretty good read on their feelings about Campbell when they went with Brian Hoyer over the veteran when Weeden was injured, so the decision isn't particularly surprising. Weeden played well in the first half, helping the Browns to a 17-7 lead that went up in smoke over the final 30 minutes of the game as the offense stagnated and the defense sprung leaks.

Weeden will have to turn in more complete performances for the final seven games of the year to matter for much beyond draft positioning.

It's worth noting that offensive coordinator Norv Turner said last week the best thing the Browns offense did in wins over Buffalo and Cincinnati was not turn the ball over.

Weeden turned the ball over. Twice.

What do two interceptions mean to the Browns?

According to ESPN.com's Pat McManamon, in their history in the NFL since 1950 the Browns have had 192 games when they threw two interceptions. Their record in those games is 73-117-2, a won-lost percentage of .385.

However, the Browns have had only one game in which their quarterback threw a backward, reverse flip.

They are 0-1 in those kind of games.

Too, they've had only game when they had a backward flip and gained just 5 yards in the third quarter.

They are also 0-1 when that happens. ...

Weeden had some good moments, but even though the defense gave up 24 points in the second half, the offense's struggles during the third and fourth quarters will stand out.

Weeden had a very good first half, a very bad second half and a very, very bad play that secured the win for the Lions. ...

Now he'll get a chance to either rectify that mistake or amplify his problems with the Browns getting a very tough road test as they travel to Green Bay to face Aaron Rodgers and the Packers.

The trip is the first of two tough away games, as the Browns travel to Kansas City the following week. They have a third game, against Baltimore, before the bye week. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As Plain Dealer staffer Tom Reed reminded readers on Monday, in their two full games together, Hoyer treated Jordan Cameron like a 6-5 Frisbee dog.

He kept winging the ball in the tight end's direction and let Cameron track it. Hoyer targeted the tight end 11 times in Minnesota and 12 times against Cincinnati.

But since Hoyer went down with a season-ending knee injury on Oct. 3, so has Cameron's production. The team's leading pass catcher was rarely targeted by Weeden until the final meaningless minutes against Detroit.

Although Cameron finished with a respectable stat line – five catches for 65 yards – three receptions came on the Browns last possession. That means Weeden threw to him just three times in the first 11 series, completing two passes for 22 yards.

A week ago, Cameron caught just three passes for 36 yards after Weeden replaced the injured Hoyer in a 37-24 win over Buffalo.

Cameron was asked Sunday if he and Weeden are in synch.

"We were good; I think the chemistry was there," Cameron said. "We've got to capitalize on plays and when they give us certain looks we've got to take advantage of them."

The third-year veteran is enjoying a breakout season with a team-leading 38 receptions, 460 yards and five touchdowns. He entered the Lions' game as the league's top-rated tight end, according to Profootballfocus.com. He had caught 78.6 percent of the passes on which he was targeted.

But with back-to-back big efforts against the Vikings and Bengals – he snared a combined 16 passes for 157 yards and four TDs -- opponents are likely paying more attention to Cameron. ...

Greg Little scored his first touchdown of the season Sunday on a two-yard pass from Weeden. ...

As the Sports Xchange notes, the Browns were successful when they ran. The problem was they abandoned the run when behind by only a touchdown in the second half. Travis Benjamin used his speed on an end around, running right to left, for a 45-yard gain to set up the Browns' first touchdown.

The Lions had been giving up an average of 5.3 yards a carry. Willis McGahee had only 10 carries a week after carrying 26 times against the Bills. McGahee gained 37 yards vs. the Lions. ...

In Week 5, Benjamin returned one punt 57 yards to set up a field goal and one 79 yards for a touchdown. His longest return Sunday was two yards. He returned three for a minus 10 yards. ...

The Browns were penalized nine times for 87 yards against the Lions. They had been averaging six penalties a game

And finally. ... McManamon reports that Hoyer will have surgery to repair a torn anterior cruciate ligament in his right knee on Friday, Oct. 18. Chudzinski said the team hopes to have Hoyer back on the field during OTAs in May and June.

"He had an ACL without an MCL. So it's the isolated, the least bad with a shorter recovery period," Browns CEO Joe Banner said. "He's heartbroken. He dreamed about playing in the league. But being able to do it here at home really was a dream come true and three games into all of a sudden, it's not there is very hard.

"But he's a very positive, very resilient guy. And I think he'll be back and I think he'll be better than ever."

Meanwhile, when the Browns put Hoyer on injured reserve, they replaced him on the roster by signing wide receiver Charles Johnson off the Packers practice squad.

But as Profootballtalk.com suggested, because it's the Browns, it couldn’t be that simple.

According to Scott Petrak of the Elyria Chronicle-Telegram, the Browns discovered Johnson had a torn ACL when they gave him a physical, so they’re now placing him on the non-football injury list. He was signed last Saturday, but was inactive for Sunday’s game with the Lions.

And with the Browns playing the Packers this week, they won’t be able to replace Johnson on the 53-man roster for two more weeks, since there’s a rule in place that requires players signed off practice squads to be there for three weeks.

When Johnson suffered this mysterious ACL tear is unknown, but the one thing is certain is that the Browns can’t catch a break. 
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QB: Brandon Weeden, Jason Campbell 
RB: Willis McGahee, Chris Ogbonnaya, Bobby Rainey, Fozzy Whitaker 
FB: Chris Ogbonnaya, Brad Smelley 
WR: Josh Gordon, Greg Little, Davone Bess, Travis Benjamin 
TE: Jordan Cameron, Gary Barnidge, MarQueis Gray, Keavon Milton 
PK: Billy Cundiff 
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DALLAS COWBOYS
DeMarcus Ware could miss a game for the first time in his eight-year NFL career. DeMarco Murray isn't saying whether he is about to have a third straight season interrupted by injury.

The star pass rusher and starting running back for the Cowboys both were injured in Sunday's 31-16 win over Washington.

Ware strained his right quadriceps muscle in the first quarter. Murray exited in the second quarter with an MCL sprain in his left knee.

And while the former first-round pick wasn't talking, Jerry Jones confirmed Tuesday morning that the Cowboys will be without Murray and Lance Dunbar for Sunday's game in Philadelphia.

Dunbar strained his right hamstring during the loss to Denver on Oct. 6. Murray sprained the MCL in his left knee during the second quarter on Sunday.

"He's probably going to be out," Jones said of Murray. "We'll miss him certainly this coming week and then we'll see from there. I can't emphasize enough how much doctors and trainers depend on the response of a player when you're rehabbing injury, because all players have injury and some of them have it in an area that can be more limited, relative to their ability to long term – long term being in this case, playing throughout the season.

"You can still get plays out of them, but they're not the quality plays that you'd like to get later on, so putting them active, you put that off."

In regards to Dunbar, Jones said: "He won't be available for us Sunday, but is a real weapon for us. We need to get him back."

Murray leads the Cowboys in rushing with 428 yards and three touchdowns on 91 carries. Dunbar is the team's second-leading rusher with 38 yards on seven carries.

Joseph Randle will likely get the start in their absence. The fifth-round pick in this year's draft carried 11 times for 17 yards and a touchdown against Washington.

"There's some real similarity as to their running style between Murray and Randle," Jones said. "[Randle's] very quick. He's got good size. He's very capable of doing what he needs to do on third down with his blocking responsibility. He's also outstanding as a receiver.

"When you look back at his production at Oklahoma State, in the Big 12, we were impressed enough not only to draft him but I think he has a chance to be a real asset to us in our running game."

"We have to be able to run the football well when DeMarco Murray is not our runner," head coach Jason Garrett said. "That's last night, but that's also in recent history, like you suggested. We just have to put the next guy in there."

In fact, this will be the 10th game Murray has missed since his rookie season in 2011, when he fractured an ankle and missed the last three. He was out six games last year with a sprained foot.

For the record, neither Murray nor Dunbar practiced Wednesday with Randle getting all the first-team reps.

Randle showed little ability to create a crease in his first regular-season game. Whenever the Cowboys needed a drive, the offense spread out and let Tony Romo pick apart the Redskins' secondary.

Bottom line? As long as Murray is out, for better or worse, it's the "Tony Romo Show" in Dallas. Fantasy owners with Romo on their rosters can think of worse things, especially with the generous Eagles defense on tap. First place in the NFC East will be on the line; each team sports a 3-3 record and a 2-0 mark in the NFC East.

The Eagles have won their last two games after losing three in a row.

"They're playing tough football," Romo said. "I was watching a little bit of their tape last week because it's a different opponent as far as seeing them on television, just seeing what they're doing. It's going to be interesting to see all of the stuff they're doing with the new system. It'll be a good test for us, and we'll be ready."

In a couple of related notes. ... What could Romo do for an encore from his 506-yard, five-touchdown game against the Denver Broncos last week?

The best thing to say is come out with the win against the Redskins.

"I think that's all that matters," said Romo, who completed 18 of 30 passes for 170 yards. "You play the game long enough, that's all you really care about."

As ESPN.com's Tim MacMahon noted, Romo did not have to carry the Cowboys to victory, but there was something off about the offense after the opening drive. The Cowboys went 80 yards on 10 plays on their first drive that ended with a Murray touchdown.

They finished the game with 213 yards on offense.

It was the fourth lowest passing yard total in games Romo has started and finished. In 2009 he beat the Redskins 7-6 with 156 yards passing. In 2011 against the St. Louis Rams he needed to pass for only 166 yards as Murray ran for 253 yards in a 34-7 win.

Romo came into the game averaging 305 yards passing per game and completing 72 percent of his passes. He completed just 60 percent of his passes, a season low.

There was, however, a statistical side note to Romo's game. His two-game total of 676 yards is the 15th most in NFL history over a two-game span following a 500-yard outing.

Sunday wasn't a flashy game for Dez Bryant, either.

Bryant, who had six touchdowns in the previous four games, didn't get in the end zone against Washington. And he wasn't worried about it, either. He spent most of his brief session with the media on Monday extolling others on his team and preaching the importance of the right "mindset."

And he was proud of the fact that in four trips inside the red zone, the offense scored three touchdowns.

Bryant was most pleased about how so many players down on the depth chart competed and stepped up as injuries mounted.

"We have a bunch of guys waiting on an opportunity," Bryant said. "I think every guy who has the opportunity, not one guy or coach said, ‘He can't do the job.'

"As you can see, each guy was waiting on their opportunity and when their number was called, they went in there and did it."

Bryant heaped praise on Dwayne Harris, who shined in special teams, saying he's got the confidence to keep it going. He was happy about Randle's play.

And he was very happy with the outcome of the game.

"Like each and every week, it's going to be a fight. It's going to be a battle," Bryant said. "You have to have a mindset that you're going there to get what you want. You have to go in with the right attitude, the right mindset. The main thing is preparation. It starts on Monday and evaluating and getting ready for Wednesday and practice throughout the week. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... It was Cole Beasley, not Bryant, Jason Witten or most noticeably big-money receiver Miles Austin, who made all the plays during a crucial early fourth-quarter drives on Sunday night.

And Beasley, was showered with praise by the three of the biggest voices that have a say in the Cowboys' offense -- the head coach, the quarterback and the All-Pro tight end. Beasley is making an impact as Dallas gains offensive weapons by the game with rookie Terrance Williams also stepping up.

Beasley had four catches for a team-high 43 yards on Sunday night with three of the receptions coming on a crucial drive early in the fourth quarter. Witten and Bryant caught two passes for 22 yards on the drive. Austin was shut out.

Beasley was targeted by Romo four times on the nine-play drive.

"He's just a playmaker," Witten said of Beasley. "He does a great job. He understands those routes underneath and he's got great quickness. I thought he did a good job after he caught the ball making a couple of guys miss and getting some first downs for us. It's huge, especially with some injuries."

Beasley has 12 receptions for 107 yards and a touchdown in the last three games. He provides a security blanket for Romo, who can avoid interceptions like the one late in the game in last week's 51-48 loss to Denver by having receivers he can trust to check down to when primary receivers can't get open or when the pressure from the pass rush comes.

"He can push, he can do different things," Romo said. "And that just allows us to have different packages for different people in different spots. He allows us to get down the field with him, and he does a good job in the quick passing game."

Meanwhile, after missing two games with a hamstring injury, Austin was held without a catch against the Redskins. He was targeted four times and nearly had a touchdown, but Redskins cornerback DeAngelo Hall managed to deflect the Romo pass at the last second.

It was the second straight game Austin was held without a catch by the Redskins. It also happened in last year's season finale, but he missed a lot of action in that game with an ankle injury.

I thought Miles looked OK," Garrett said. "He's clearly working his way back into it. I don't think he looked as explosive as he did early on in the year. He's clearly trying to get his hamstring healthy. He came through the game, looked like he was able to function, everything we asked him to do. But he's a work in progress coming back."

For the offense to be at peak efficiency, Austin will need to make some plays. The good news is that he did not aggravate his hamstring injury, so he should improve as he grows more confident in his legs.

Meanwhile, Williams had two catches for 27 yards and a touchdown against Washington a week after picking up 151 yards and a touchdown against Denver. As Profootballtalk.com's Josh Alper suggests, if Williams continues to develop, he could push Austin out of Dallas at the end of the season.

If Austin doesn't work his way back to a higher level than "OK," Williams could push him down the depth chart even sooner.

For the record, Austin did not aggravate his hamstring injury, so he should improve as he grows more confident in his legs. ...

Harris broke open the Redskins game with an 86-yard punt return for a touchdown and also had a 90-yard kickoff return that set up a touchdown as part of a 222-yard night.

According to the league, he's the first player in league history to exceed a 50-yard average on both punts and kickoffs in a single game. He was named NFC Special Teams Player of the Week for his performance. ...

And finally. ... Defensive tackle Jay Ratliff’s, a 2005 seventh-round draft pick who was selected to four Pro Bowls during his eight-year tenure with the Cowboys, has been released with a failed physical designation. 
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QB: Tony Romo, Kyle Orton, Nick Stephens 
RB: Joseph Randle, Phillip Tanner, DeMarco Murray, Lance Dunbar 
WR: Dez Bryant, Miles Austin, Terrance Williams, Cole Beasley, Dwayne Harris 
TE: Jason Witten, Gavin Escobar, James Hanna, Andre Smith 
PK: Dan Bailey 
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DENVER BRONCOS
As ESPN.com's Jeff Legwold noted, in a season when they have largely kept the pedal to the metal and simply overwhelmed those in front of them with the league's highest-scoring offense, the Broncos found things a little more difficult than most expected this past Sunday.

But nobody -- especially fantasy owners -- should be hitting the panic button.

The list of things to love about Denver's offense goes beyond Peyton Manning, Wes Welker and Knowshon Moreno.

Legwold went on to point out that while it can be camouflaged at times because of the impact the three wide receivers – Demaryius Thomas, Eric Decker and Welker – have had this season, people would be hard-pressed to scan the league's rosters and find as good a collection of tight ends anywhere.

And with all four of the Broncos' tight ends now back, healthy and circulating in the offensive game plan, the offense's ability to find big plays down the field will improve as defenses have to deal more and more with the big guys in the pattern.

The Broncos used all four tight ends – Julius Thomas, Joel Dreessen, Jacob Tamme and Virgil Green – against the Jaguars, with Thomas having played all 74 plays the team had on offense. Dreessen checked in at 19 plays, Green had 15 and Tamme had nine plays.

It gives the Broncos the option of playing both big and small within the same personnel grouping.

A look with Tamme and Thomas is closer to a three-wide-receiver set, whereas if the Broncos simply want to pound they put Dreessen, Green and Thomas in the formation. They can still put Demaryius Thomas out wide in the three-tight-end set, and with Thomas there it gives them the ability to play a power look with two matchup dilemmas in the pattern in the two Thomases if they want to go with play-action and throw the ball.

In the second half Sunday, especially in their two scoring drives after right tackle Orlando Franklin left the game with knee and ankle injuries, the Broncos consistently moved the ball with the group in the lineup.

With defenses consistently dropping at least seven players into coverage, including linebackers often sprinting away from the line of scrimmage at the snap, the Broncos have picked their spots and still found big plays.

Manning has been patient much of the time with at least 15 completions of 10 or fewer yards in each of the past five games and at least 18 completions of 10 or fewer yards in four of those games, including Sunday, when he had 19 completions of 10 or fewer yards against the Jaguars.

Yet, the Broncos still lead the league with a gaudy 8.7 yards per pass attempt.

Meanwhile, the Broncos prefer Moreno as the running back in their three-wide receiver look because of Moreno's skills in pass protection, but that doesn't mean they have stuck to the plan when Ronnie Hillman is in the formation.

When Moreno has been the back in the three-wide set the Broncos have thrown just over 70 percent of the time. When Hillman is the back in the three-wide set the Broncos have thrown the ball 69 percent of the time.

Are there legitimate reasons for concern?

Well, the season isn't even halfway complete, and already the Broncos' offensive line is battered.

After losing center Dan Koppen to a torn anterior cruciate ligament and left tackle Ryan Clady to a Lisfranc injury, the Broncos could be without right tackle Orlando Franklin after he sprained his left knee and ankle during the third quarter Sunday.

Franklin was seen wearing a walking boot and carrying crutches in the locker room Monday. The Broncos' tackle depth was so compromised that they were forced to move right guard Louis Vasquez to right tackle after Franklin was injured, because they didn't have a reserve tackle among their active 46 players.

That should change if Franklin is sidelined; the Broncos would likely activate Winston Justice, who they signed last month for depth after Clady's injury.

Still, heading into what's certain to be an emotional return to Indianapolis to play the Colts, Manning and the rest of the crew are as dangerous an offense as we've seen in recent years. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As Denver Post staffer Mike Klis pointed out, for a running back who averaged only 2.8 yards per carry Sunday, Moreno sure was productive. He scored a career-high three touchdowns against the Jaguars.

Moreno rushed for only 42 yards on 15 carries. But the trade-off was his 1-, 8- and 3-yard touchdown runs.

"They had not too many people in the box, so we were able to run it at times," Moreno said. "They were still doing a great job stopping the run."

In addition to the career-high three touchdowns, Moreno finished with 104 yards from scrimmage. He leads the Broncos with 562 yards from scrimmage this year. Sixty-two of his yards Sunday came on seven receptions, which matched a career-high established on Nov. 22, 2010 at San Diego. Moreno's seven rushing touchdowns lead the league and are the most for a Bronco through six games since Terrell Davis had nine to this point in the 1998 season. ...

Manning threw two touchdown passes against the Jaguars. That was half of his per-game pace heading into the game, but allowed him to push his season total to 22, the most in NFL history through six games. His second scoring strike moved him past Dan Marino for second all-time in career games with a touchdown pass at 204, 45 behind record-holder Brett Favre.

On his first-quarter touchdown play that covered 20 yards, Welker notched the 800th reception of his NFL career. He's the 27th player (and second undrafted player) in league history to do so. The other undrafted player: former Broncos star Rod Smith.

Welker also matched a club record by catching a touchdown pass in his sixth consecutive game, and is the first player since Washington's Charlie Brown in 1982 to have at least one touchdown reception in his first six games with a new team. ...

Julius Thomas caught his seventh touchdown pass of the season Sunday, tying him for fifth-most by a tight end for a single season in Broncos history. Hall of Famer Shannon Sharpe has spots 1 through 4 on that list, but Thomas is on pace to smash Sharpe's Broncos tight end single-season record of 10 touchdowns, set in 1996 and 1998. ...

Tavarres King was going to be on a 53-man roster with one of the best quarterbacks in the league this week, one way or another. The Packers, running short on wideouts at the moment because of Randall Cobb's injury, were trying to sign King and that forced the Broncos hand.

"It all happened so fast, it was crazy there for a while," King said Tuesday. "I didn't know if I was going to be staying here or moving up to Green Bay. But I love it here. This is where I was drafted. I want this place to be my home. Fortunately for me, I guess I got a little love back."

King was chosen in the fifth round, but was waived in final cuts and added back to the practice squad when he wasn't claimed, meaning the Packers or anyone else in the world could have had him without letting him make the decision. ...

And finally. ... Linebacker Von Miller formally returned to the team Monday but chose not to address any specifics regarding his six-game suspension for violating the league's substance-abuse policy. Miller didn't admit to any failed drug tests, didn't admit to trying to influence a drug test collector or offer any hints if he has been in any sort of treatment program.

Instead, Miller simply tried to focus on the future and what he called the struggle "to gain everybody's trust back."

Miller will take part in his first practice Wednesday and is on track to play Sunday against Indianapolis. 
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QB: Peyton Manning, Brock Osweiler, Zac Dysert 
RB: Knowshon Moreno, Montee Ball, Ronnie Hillman, C.J. Anderson 
WR: Demaryius Thomas, Wes Welker, Eric Decker, Andre Caldwell, Tavarres King, Trindon Holliday 
TE: Julius Thomas, Joel Dreessen, Jacob Tamme, Virgil Green 
PK: Matt Prater 
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DETROIT LIONS
According to ESPN.com's Michael Rothstein, Calvin Johnson left the Lions' locker room Sunday afternoon, a long, black compression sleeve still on his right leg and a massive wrap of ice surrounding his ailing right knee.

Unlike a week ago in Green Bay, Johnson felt well enough to at least try to play Sunday against Cleveland. And while he wasn't the Johnson the Lions had come to expect, he was out there.

"He's the best receiver on the planet," Matthew Stafford said. "So as much as we can have him out there, we'd love to have him out there. Just a testament to how tough a guy he is, not feeling good and he's out there battling with his teammates trying to make any play to help us win."

As Rothstein suggested, Johnson wasn't the normal playmaker he usually is, but his presence still forced Cleveland to pay more attention to him, in some instances opening up the field for his teammates.

He was still targeted eight times in limited duty, making three catches for 25 yards, although none of the bigger plays he usually attempts to make. He dropped a couple of passes. In the first few drives, he didn't play consecutive plays.

In some ways, this was part of Detroit's plan for Johnson, who did not speak with reporters following the game. Head coach Jim Schwartz said the Lions knew they would have Johnson for only a certain number of snaps Sunday -- the number was not divulged -- so they wanted to use him correctly.

For the Lions, that meant more in the second half than the first.

"If we were only going to have him for a certain number of snaps, then we would rather have him in the second half, so we limited his snaps a little bit in the first half," Schwartz said. "But he was feeling good. He made some contributions and he affected the game also, particularly that second half.

"I think some of Reggie's [Bush] big plays that came out had a lot to do with Calvin and I think [Joseph] Fauria getting singled up in the red zone had a lot to do with Calvin also."

Bush ended up with five catches for 57 yards -- all in the second half. Fauria had two of his three touchdown catches in the second half.

And even Fauria's first touchdown was altered somewhat by Johnson. Stafford had gone to Johnson the play before -- but it was incomplete. The next play was a Fauria touchdown.

"He helped tremendously," Fauria said. "Having Calvin Johnson, one of the greatest of all time, being lined up next to him is a trip. He does open things up, though.

"Having him on top and Reggie in the backfield and Matthew back there, it opens things up for guys like me to step up."

Rothstein summed up, "As long as Johnson's knee ails him, the Lions will need that from everyone else. ...

And how long will it be ailing?

Johnson's knee was sore late Sunday afternoon, and that should really be no surprise. He had played 51 percent of the Lions' snaps on Sunday (38 of 74).

Schwartz said it is too early to determine if Johnson's limited playing time Sunday had any effect on his health, but he was sore after the game.

"But he's been sore after practice and stuff like that," Schwartz said. "It's too soon to really know if it was any worse or any better than it's been. But I said it was encouraging he was able to get on the field for us. Even though he didn't make a lot of plays, he made a couple of big first-down catches for us and he affected the game.

"I think they interfered with him on the one play in the red zone because he was in position to make a potential touchdown catch. Also affected the coverage and helped open up other guys."

The biggest beneficiary was obviously Fauria, who had three touchdown catches. Johnson was on the field for those plays, forcing teams to make difficult decisions.

Do they double Johnson, the best receiver in the game? Or do they double the 6-7 tight end with a proclivity for touchdowns? Or do they double both and play lighter against the run?

These are the decisions Detroit is hoping opponents have to make. So Fauria seeing more attention close to the end zone may not actually happen.

"I think that would depend," Schwartz said. "If he starts to get more attention, somebody's got to get less and generally that's Calvin for us. So not many defenses want to do that.

"I think the dynamic between the two of those guys, a lot's been made of the dynamic between Reggie and Calvin, but I think there is, in the red zone in particular, there's another dynamic there that can force defenses to be spread thin a little bit."

Fauria's opportunity is coming, in part, due to the third concussion in four seasons to tight end Tony Scheffler.

Schwartz said Monday neither Scheffler nor rookie running back Theo Riddick, who also suffered a concussion, made the trip to Cleveland. And Schwartz wouldn't speculate on the possibility of putting Scheffler on injured reserve. Schwartz also said any potential signing of a tight end would not be relative to Scheffler's status.

"Him and Riddick are still being evaluated," Schwartz said. "They didn't make the trip but we've done that with a lot of guys that have been concussed. Travel is one of the things that can potentially set guys back, the pressurized environment on a plane and stadiums and stuff like that.

"So both of those guys didn't travel with us this week. They are still being evaluated."

It might be telling, however, that the Lions signed free-agent tight end Dorin Dickerson on Monday. Receiver Patrick Edwards was released to open up a spot for Dickerson (Edwards was added to to the practice squad on Wednesday after clearing waivers).

Schwartz said they were still waiting on tests evaluating the injury to running back Joique Bell (ribs).

Bell said he got bent back on a run play in the fourth quarter and a rib popped out. "I stayed in for another play and tried to play through it," he said.

Good news for him -- Bell said X-rays were negative. ...

As for Wednesday's practice, Johnson was fully practicing according to Dave Birkett of the Detroit Free Press. Bell was also on the practice field.

All that said, there will be ample injury updates coming out of Detroit this week; watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. …

Other notes of interest. ...While Fauria is a fantastic red zone threat who creates mismatches against any cornerback or safety he goes up against in the end zone -- and he also showed a little bit of the ability to stretch the field in single coverage against the Browns, he still lacks consistency.

He has an insane amount of skill and could turn into Detroit's next great tight end, but he still needs to find a way to become more involved in the Lions' offense outside of red zone plays.

He knows this and discussed it last week before his breakout game. What Sunday should do is give him more opportunities in games to show he has made that adjustment. Another bonus with Fauria: He has yet to drop a pass this season.

That's been an issue for the Lions, who dropped 9.3 percent of Stafford's passes on Sunday and continue to lead the league in this statistic, dropping 8.5 percent of Stafford's attempts. Among qualifying pass-catchers, Bush is fourth in the NFL, dropping 17.2 percent of the attempts Stafford throws to him.

This is where the Lions miss Nate Burleson, who has 19 receptions and only one drop.

Kris Durham did his best -- literally -- to try to make up for Johnson's diminished capacity. After catching three passes for 30 yards against the Packers last week, he had a career-best eight catches for 83 yards Sunday.

"I'm definitely getting a rhythm," Durham said. "I've been working a lot more with Matthew the last couple of weeks, so I am starting to get more of a rhythm with him. I need to help him out more."

Durham was kicking himself for a pair of drops, but Stafford opted focus more on his big plays – particularly a 24-yarder that he caught jumping over cornerback Joe Haden.

"He was winning his matchups," said Stafford, who threw passes to Durham when the two were at Georgia, as well. "He's battling through stuff (leg injury), too. Kris is a reliable guy. He's going to be in the right spot and he's going to make plays. The more he plays, the more confidence he gets. ..."

Sunday was Stafford's 13th game with three or more touchdown passes which set a franchise record. It was the ninth time he's engineered a fourth-quarter comeback victory. ...

According to the Sports Xchange, Bush didn't go completely Keyshawn Johnson and demand the football at halftime, but he came close. He had 14 yards in seven rushes in the first half but worse, not one single pass was thrown his way.

"There were some looks we saw I knew we could take advantage of like me one on one with a linebacker," he said. Offensive coordinator Scott Linehan saw it, too. The Browns surprised the Lions by playing man coverage. They had played primarily zone their first five games.

"Scott just said, 'Hey, they want to play man defense, let's get Reggie matched up on No. 53," Stafford said. "He said, 'That's a great matchup for us. ...'"

And finally. ... With Bell out, Mikel Leshoure got some snaps. He had nine yards in two carries. 
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QB: Matthew Stafford, Shaun Hill, Kellen Moore 
RB: Reggie Bush, Joique Bell, Mikel Leshoure, Theo Riddick, Montell Owens 
WR: Calvin Johnson, Kris Durham, Ryan Broyles, Kevin Ogletree, Micheal Spurlock, Nate Burleson 
TE: Brandon Pettigrew, Joseph Fauria , Tony Scheffler 
PK: David Akers 
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GREEN BAY PACKERS
The Green Bay Packers will not have leading receiver Randall Cobb until at least Week 15, but could have receiver James Jones back in time for Sunday's game against the Browns.

Head coach Mike McCarthy would not reveal any details of the injuries but a source told ESPN's Adam Schefter that Jones has a sprained posterior cruciate knee ligament. The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel first reported that Cobb has a fractured fibula.

While the initial timetable announced for Cobb was 6-8 weeks, the Packers placed him on IR designated to return on Tuesday. That means he'll miss a minimum of eight weeks.

Cobb, who leads the Packers with 29 receptions, sustained his injury when he was hit in the right leg by Ravens safety Matt Elam in the second quarter. Cobb did not return to the game and used crutches on the sideline.

Aaron Rodgers confronted Elam after the play. After the game, Rodgers said he thought Elam could have avoided taking a shot at Cobb's knee.

But Ravens coach John Harbaugh defended the hit Monday, saying he did not understand Rodgers' criticism.

"I think Matt made a tackle," Harbaugh said Monday. "He was scrambling to try to catch up with that route as best as he could. To say that it could have been artistically palatable is pretty hard for me to understand."

Jones suffered his left knee injury in the first quarter while blocking on a run by Packers rookie Eddie Lacy. He left the game and did not return.

The absence of Cobb and Jones left Green Bay with only two healthy receivers -- Jordy Nelson and seldom-used Jarrett Boykin -- for the second half against the Ravens. Boykin was targeted six times and dropped two passes. He had one catch for 43 yards. Nelson, who leads the Packers in receiving yards (484) had four catches for 113 yards, including a 64-yard touchdown in the third quarter.

The Packers likely will need to add a receiver this week. On Monday, they re-signed rookie receiver Reggie Dunn to their practice squad.

Worth noting, Journal Sentinel staffer Tom Silverstein suggests that Jermichael Finley will "play a lot" of receiver with Cobb out.

The Packers also will be without outside linebacker Nick Perry, McCarthy confirmed. Perry sustained a foot injury on his second-quarter sack of Ravens quarterback Joe Flacco. Perry returned to the game for several plays in the second half and said after the game that he thought he would be OK. Perry's injury came a week after the Packers lost outside linebacker Clay Matthews to a broken thumb.

"Nick Perry was a bit of a surprise to me," McCarthy said. "I didn't expect that. Obviously James and Randall, [we] saw the injuries in the game. You just hope for good news there."

Jones did not practice Wednesday.

Although he is said to be improving, James Starks (knee) continues to be sidelined indefinitely. Starks has missed the last two games because of the injury and he was not on the practice field Wednesday. Also, tight end Ryan Taylor had a knee scoped Wednesday and will miss two to four weeks.

Stay tuned. ... I'll be following up on Jones in coming days; those interested will want to watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Rob Demovsky, the true measure of a running game can often be found in situations where it's imperative to run the ball -- early in the game and late.

The Packers did both in Sunday's win.

They established their ground game from the start, when Lacy opened the game with consecutive runs of 10 and 37 yards.

"We came in wanting to run the ball," said Lacy, who rushed for 120 yards on 23 carries. "We knew that we could get into the flow a little so we can get the cut backs. We just stuck with it and were able to have a good day on the road."

And when they needed to run the clock out in the fourth quarter, they did that, too. On the final drive, Lacy sealed the game with a 4-yard run on third-and-2 that ensured the Ravens would not get the ball back in the final minute.

After losing Cobb and Jones to first-half injuries, it took the Packers out of their preferred personnel package -- their three-receiver set. In the second half, they called design runs on 59 percent of their second-half plays, according to ESPN Stats & Information. That was the Packers' second-highest designed rush percentage for a half in the past three seasons.

"It was important for us to run the football because we didn't have our three-receiver set anymore," Rodgers said. "We obviously had [Finley], who is a receiver-type tight end, but we ran it good on the first possession, kind of went away from it for a little bit and then it was fun to see us finish with the football. It was a tough situation. They've got basically four timeouts, counting the two-minute warning, and we converted two big first downs."

A week after missing his first 100-yard rushing game by 1 yard, Lacy easily surpassed that mark against a stout Ravens front. With 140 yards rushing as a team against the Ravens, the Packers have averaged 160.3 yards rushing over their past four games.

Four games doesn't make a season, but it's starting to look like the Packers' running game is for real.

"We've put together four straight weeks of solid ground game, and it's something that obviously we put a lot of hard work into during the week," right guard T.J. Lang said. "To have that pay off game after game on Sundays, you start building on things like that. I don't know how many games it takes, but we feel good about where we are."

Rodgers struggled most of the day, facing heavy pressure from the Ravens' pass-rushers, but he still managed to hit on a shot play down the field to Nelson in the third quarter. On a play-action rollout to the right, Nelson beat cornerback Lardarius Webb for a 64-yard touchdown catch. Nelson and Finley were the only receivers out in routes on the play.

Rodgers threw it 61 yards in the air, from his own 27 to the Ravens' 12, where Nelson caught it in stride. ...

And finally. ... Mason Crosby followed up a career-best and team-record-tying 5-for-5 effort on field goals in the Week 5 victory over Detroit by making four of five field-goal attempts in the win at Baltimore on Sunday. Crosby had his first miss of the season -- after making his first 10 kicks -- but responded by making his last three field goals of the game and is 13-of-14 on the season. 
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QB: Aaron Rodgers, Seneca Wallace 
RB: Eddie Lacy, Johnathan Franklin, Michael Hill, James Starks 
FB: John Kuhn 
WR: Jordy Nelson, James Jones, Jarrett Boykin, Randall Cobb 
TE: Jermichael Finley, Andrew Quarless, Brandon Bostick, Ryan Taylor 
PK: Mason Crosby 
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HOUSTON TEXANS
As Associated Press sports writer Kristie Rieken understated it, "Super Bowl or bust has turned into bust for the Houston Texans.

"Six games into the season, the year has quickly soured for a supposed championship contender. The Texans have lost four in a row and the unbeaten Kansas City Chiefs await. ..."

Houston's biggest problem has been turnovers. The Texans are allowing the fewest yards in the NFL (252.8), and are gaining the seventh most (395.7). But they have 12 more turnovers than their opponents, second most in the NFL.

"Turnovers get you beat in this league and they're getting us beat on a consistent basis," head coach Gary Kubiak said.

And the status of quarterback Matt Schaub -- battered by criticism -- is unclear because of an injury he sustained on a sack in the third quarter Sunday.

Kubiak said Schaub's status will be an end-of-the-week decision.

"Obviously he's very sore and beat up on the leg, ankle -- everywhere," Kubiak said. "So obviously we'll have to see where he's at -- probably got a little bit lucky there."

Kubiak said Schaub was receiving injections for his injury Monday afternoon.

Schaub explained Monday that he was concerned with the popping sound he heard when he went down. He was vague about just what part of his right leg made the popping sound, but he was relieved that the injury turned out to be less severe than feared at the moment of impact.

"It popped and must've come out and come back in place," Schaub said, via the Houston Chronicle. "It could have been drastically worse."

Schaub didn't have a turnover Sunday after throwing six interceptions, three of them returned for touchdowns in the past three games.

"I thought he stepped up and improved," Kubiak said. "You can always play better, but I thought he was doing things much better."

Kubiak said he'll prepare both T.J. Yates and Case Keenum this week in case Schaub can't play.

In fact, John McClain of the Chronicle reported that Schaub did not practice Wednesday, and Yates and Keenum split the first-team reps.

Schaub stayed in for treatment, leading McClain to believe the embattled quarterback's not going to play Sunday against the Chiefs.

Fans have been clamoring for Schaub to be benched in favor of Yates as he struggled. But when Yates got a chance to play Sunday, things didn't go well. He threw two interceptions, the first of which was returned 98 yards for a touchdown.

According to Elias Sports Bureau, the Texans became the first team in NFL history to give up interceptions that were returned for touchdowns in five consecutive games.

The Texans have now allowed another team to score a defensive or special-teams touchdown in five consecutive weeks. That's the longest such streak in the league since the 2009 season when the Pittsburgh Steelers did so for eight straight weeks.

Against the Rams, the Texans offense gave up that pick-six and their special teams gave up a touchdown off a fumble.

And then there's the matter of the margins of victory. Not only do the Texans have one of the worst point differentials in the NFL at -71, they also have a dubious statistic in common with the Jacksonville Jaguars.

The Texans' 25-point loss to the Rams on Sunday was their third loss by 21 or more points this season. According to ESPN Stats & Information that's one more than their total from 2009-12 combined. The only other team with three 21-point losses this season is the Jaguars, who are 0-6.

So there are issues. And they'll likely be compounded this weekend, when whoever is at quarterback will face a Kansas City defense allowing the NFL's fewest points a game at just 10.8. The Chiefs also lead the NFL in sacks with 31 this season.

"They're exceptional and even better at home with the crowd and what they've got going there," Kubiak said of the Chiefs. "They've been pretty special."

As ESPN.com's Tania Ganguli noted, the Texans have already lost the same number of games as in the entire 2012 regular season, which has some wondering if Kubiak's job is in jeopardy. He said he has plenty of other things to concern himself with and isn't thinking about that.

"I think I've probably been asked that a few times in my eight years," he said. "I've got a lot of people to worry about, a lot of players, a lot of coaches. I think it would be very selfish if I worried about myself, so no, I do not."

Another problem for Houston has been penalties. The Texans had 95 yards of penalties on Sunday and have 46 penalties for 459 yards this season. Kubiak is trying everything to get the Texans to clean up their play.

"You've just got to emphasize in every possible way what you can on the practice field, in the meeting room," he said. "That's about all you can do. Just paying as much attention to it as you possibly can."

Also injured in Sunday's loss to St. Louis was safety Danieal Manning, who Kubiak said has a "significant knee injury."

Kubiak wasn't lying. Manning was placed on season-ending IR on Wednesday. The loss of Manning leaves Shiloh Keo to start alongside Ed Reed at safety. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Ben Tate's meaningless 1-yard scoring run with 3:15 left was the Texans' first touchdown since the second quarter of the overtime loss to the Seahawks on Sept. 29.

Tate's run saved the Texans the embarrassment of not scoring a touchdown for the third time in four games.

Tate carried 10 times against the Rams for 12 yards. He entered the game with a 6.2-yard average per carry. His average this week is 5.3.

After rushing for 141 yards against the Rams, running back Arian Foster has averaged 113.6 in the last three losses to Seattle, San Francisco and St. Louis. He has 531 through six games after a slow start.

"I was just getting back in a football state (of mind) because I missed so much time in the offseason because of a couple of injuries (calf and back)," Foster said. "It's just me getting back into the swing of things."

If not for one meaningless touchdown at the end of the Rams game, the Texans wouldn't have scored a touchdown in three of four games.

"It's just playing bad," Foster said. "We're not converting third downs and staying on the field, giving our defense a chance. We're putting them in terrible situations (with) turnovers and penalties. We need to check ourselves."

Fullback Greg Jones suffered a sprained ankle but could play against Kansas City. ...

Andre Johnson had seven catches for 88 yards, putting him on a pace for 117 receptions and 1,320 yards. But he hasn't scored a touchdown in 10 consecutive games, counting playoffs. ...

Keshawn Martin, the regular punt and kickoff returner, was used as the third receiver who plays in the slot against the Rams. But he didn't return kickoffs or punts until an injury knocked Manning out of the game. Martin had a sore shoulder. He fumbled on a kickoff, and it was returned for a touchdown. ...

Randy Bullock was 2-for-2 on field goals against the Rams, giving him 9-of-14 for the season. Of his five misses, three have been from at least 50 yards. 
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QB: T.J. Yates, Case Keenum, Matt Schaub 
RB: Arian Foster, Ben Tate, Cierre Wood 
FB: Greg Jones 
WR: Andre Johnson, DeAndre Hopkins, Keshawn Martin, Lestar Jean, DeVier Posey 
TE: Garrett Graham, Ryan Griffin, Jake Byrne, Owen Daniels 
PK: Randy Bullock 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS
The Colts have to regroup quickly with unbeaten Denver coming to town next weekend, and that's just the way they seem to like it.

Less than 24 hours after an uncharacteristically sub-par performance at San Diego, coach Chuck Pagano started to turn his attention toward the return of Peyton Manning with the surging Broncos.

Pagano couldn't quite explain what happened in Monday night's 19-9 loss at San Diego.

But he did acknowledge there is only one way for Indianapolis (4-2) to move on -- forget about the inexplicable drops, the failed third-down conversions and the inability of the defense to get off the field -- and start working toward a solution before facing the Broncos in Indy's most anticipated game of the regular season.

Play better. Fix the mistakes.

Those are the top items on the agenda in coming days.

Never mind that the 4-2 Colts will be facing one of the National Football League's two undefeated teams as well as welcoming former Indianapolis quarterback Peyton Manning back to Lucas Oil Stadium on Sunday night.

"I haven't even thought one iota about (the Denver game) yet," Pagano said after the Chargers game. "We've got to get healthy. We've got to look at this (game) tape and fix what we need to fix and get some guys back and start focusing on that."

Reggie Wayne, for one, wasn't pleased with the Colts' performance in front of a national-television audience. The veteran wideout had a key dropped pass on a third down, but acknowledged the Chargers took it to the Colts throughout Monday night's game.

"Nobody wants to go out there and drop balls and miss blocks and make penalties. But that's part of the game," said Wayne. "We have to take this on the chin. We have to figure out a way to correct our mistakes fast. We have a big game coming up (this) week. We have to make the corrections on (the San Diego) game and get going."

As the Sports Xchange suggests, if there is a silver lining to playing Denver this week after a Monday night game, it gives the Colts the opportunity to put the San Diego loss behind them pretty quickly.

"Certainly, after games like that, the quicker you can get back on (the practice) fields and play a game, it can't come quick enough for all of us," Pagano said Monday.

"But we've got to go through the process and prepare obviously for this next opponent. Sunday can't come quick enough."

Pagano called the mistakes that plagued the Colts in San Diego as "uncharacteristic."

"I just think, you can point your finger to a lot of things, didn't execute well," he said. "Three third downs on defense where you have penalties that extend drives by four plays, five plays, nine plays, lead to 10 points, that's shooting yourself in the foot. Talked about the dropped passes, which are totally uncharacteristic of our guys.

"We had opportunities, we had chances. ..."

They better be ready to take advantage of whatever chances they get this Sunday night. I suspect Manning will be on top of his game. ...

For the record, through the first five games of the season, Indianapolis had just eight dropped passes. There were five in the loss to the Chargers. Andrew Luck completed 18 of 30 passes for 202 yards and was intercepted once. He was also sacked once.

Other notes of interest. ... The Colts' streak of consecutive games with at least 100 team rushing yards came to a quick end against the Chargers. Indianapolis had rushed for at least 100 yards in the first five games of the season. A sixth consecutive 100-yard game would have been a franchise record.

The Colts finished the night with 74 yards in 17 carries.

"I think it goes back to credit (the Chargers) for the job that they did from a defensive standpoint," said Pagano. "When you don't convert on third down and you only have 42 snaps, it's hard to generate any type of offense. More run game and give yourself a chance to take those shots. But certainly, we want to do that."

Indeed, it begs the question when will Trent Richardson break through and have a big game for the Colts?

He is showing more glimpses of his big-time ability but had only 40 yards in 10 carries. Donald Brown added 15 yards in three carries. But as much as fans and media want to question Richardson, the Colts' offensive line has not been consistent in making enough running lanes for either running back to go through.

Wayne became the ninth player in league history with at least 1,000 career receptions in the San Diego game. Wayne caught five passes for 88 yards, giving him 1,001 career receptions. He also had a reception in his 118th straight game, the third-longest active streak in the NFL. ...

Receiver LaVon Brazill saw his first game action of the season against the Chargers. Brazill had been suspended for the first four weeks of the season due to violations of the NFL's substance abuse policies. He did not catch a pass.

Adam Vinatieri connected on two 50-plus yard field goals against the Chargers. Vinatieri had a 50-yard kick at the end of the first half and added a 51-yarder midway through the fourth quarter. His kicks marked the third time in franchise history that a Colts place-kicker had two 50-plus yard attempts in the same game (Mike Vanderjagt, 2002; Dean Biasucci, 1988). It was also the first time that Vinatieri had two 50-plus yard kicks in the same game. 
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QB: Andrew Luck, Matt Hasselbeck 
RB: Trent Richardson, Donald Brown, Daniel Herron 
FB: Stanley Havili 
WR: Reggie Wayne, Darrius Heyward-Bey, T.Y. Hilton, LaVon Brazill, David Reed 
TE: Coby Fleener, Dominique Jones, Jack Doyle 
PK: Adam Vinatieri 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
According to ESPN.com's Michael DiRocco, the Jaguars could have leading receiver Cecil Shorts back for Sunday's game against the San Diego Chargers.

But they know for sure that quarterback Chad Henne will be taking the snaps.

Head coach Gus Bradley said Monday that Shorts could play against the Chargers despite suffering an injury to the SC joint in his right shoulder early in the Jaguars' 35-19 loss to the Denver Broncos on Sunday. Shorts was injured on the third offensive snap when he hit the ground after an incomplete pass.

"He's sore now and there's a lot of swelling in there," Bradley said. "We'll know more in a couple days. The good news is the joint is stable."

Starting quarterback Blaine Gabbert will miss a second consecutive game because of a left hamstring strain. Henne, who threw for 303 yards and two interceptions against the Broncos, will make his second consecutive start and fourth this season.

Bradley said Gabbert's injury could keep him out even longer than this Sunday. The Jaguars play the San Francisco 49ers in London on Oct. 20 and have a bye the following week.

"Blaine will throw on the side [this week]," Bradley said. "We'll see where it is. It is an injury that may take a couple weeks. We'll get him to start throwing on the side. We'll see when Blaine comes back but right now Chad is our quarterback for the San Diego game."

Meanwhile, Marcedes Lewis has played only two snaps this year because of a calf strain but hopes to play this week. Lewis was on the practice field Wednesday. Receiver Stephen Burton has missed three games. So getting Shorts back would be very helpful.

Shorts left the stadium Sunday night with his arm in a sling but wasn't using the sling on Monday because he'd rather deal with the pain than immobilize his arm.

"I'm not a sling guy," he said. "I'm not going to walk around looking handicapped when I'm not handicapped. Maurice Jones-Drew always talks about being a pain freak and I kind of like the pain. I'm not going to be walking around being slinged up about it."

Shorts, who leads the Jaguars with 31 catches for 411 yards, said he's in a lot of pain but is going to try and play on Sunday.

"My goal is to get out there and play this week," Shorts said. "If I can't, I can't. ... We'll see what happens as the week goes on."

Bradley also said receiver Justin Blackmon, who caught 14 passes for 190 yards against the Broncos, suffered minor groin and hamstring injuries and was held out of practice on Wednesday. Bradley said Blackmon will be able to play against San Diego. ...

Let's all hope so.

The second-year receiver caught 14 passes for 190 yards in Denver. The 14 catches tied the third-highest single-game total in Jaguars history, and the yardage total was the fifth highest.

Several of the passes Blackmon caught were against Denver cornerback Champ Bailey, a player likely headed to the Hall of Fame in the next decade.

"He's going to be a good receiver for a long time," Bailey said. "I really give him props, because he worked hard. He's on a team that was 0-5, and guys can get down. That shows you how special he is. He kept working, kept grinding and looked good."

As Florida Times-Union staff writer Hays Carlyon pointed out, since missing the first four games of the season for violating the league's substance abuse policy, Blackmon has been marvelous. He has 19 receptions for 326 yards and a touchdown in two games, living up to the promise of being the fifth pick in the 2012 draft.

"Blackmon is a star," Jones-Drew said. "There's a reason he got drafted so high. He's starting to get comfortable and understand the system like we all are."

Blackmon was a factor early, catching seven passes for 82 yards in the first half. The Jaguars trailed 14-12 at halftime, and Bradley implored Blackmon to take his production to an even greater level.

"I talked to him at halftime," Bradley said. "I told him, ‘You're competing your tail off, but you need to give more and dig even deeper and find a way to compete even stronger.' I was excited for him."

Blackmon consistently burned Denver's secondary on slant routes. His yardage total accounted for 63 percent of Henne's 303 passing yards. Blackmon's production was vital after Shorts left the game on the third play.

"Justin played his heart out," Henne said. "He made a lot of big plays."

Blackmon was more eager to talk about receiver Mike Brown's efforts in replacing Shorts than his stellar play. Brown caught four passes for 49 yards after missing the last four games with a back injury.

"He did well," Blackmon said. "He came in and replaced Cecil early in the game. He made a lot of good plays and helped us in the run game as well with his blocking. He did a really good job, and it was exciting seeing him back out there."

Blackmon was far more concise regarding his big day.

"My job is to go out there and make plays," Blackmon said.

As Carlyon noted, Blackmon didn't need to say much. There were plenty of people in both locker rooms praising him Sunday evening.

On more injury note. ... Receiver Ace Sanders missed Wednesday's practice after developing concussion symptoms.

Other notes of interest. ... The Jaguars' struggles inside the red zone continue. They scored only one TD in three trips. It was a mix of play-calling and bad decisions that doomed the latter two trips. Henne was penalized for delay of game and then offensive coordinator Jed Fisch called a sweep to the short side of the field. Those plays moved the ball from the 4 to the 12. Henne could have run for a first down on their last trip but instead threw behind Blackmon.

Jones-Drew gained only 71 yards on 21 attempts for an average of 3.4 yards a carry. He had a 28-yard run and had just 43 yards on his other 20 carries.

Receiver Stephen Williams and offensive tackle Sam Young, claimed off waivers by the Jaguars on Monday and Tuesday, respectively, were in uniform for Sunday's game.

Williams arrived from Seattle and got the nod because Burton (concussion) was out again and Young was in uniform because DeMarcus Love was inactive. Williams saw playing time when Shorts was injured. He was targeted twice but had no catches.

Josh Scobee said during the week he wanted to attempt an 80-yard field goal during warm-ups. But he didn't try. He missed from 62 and 63 yards. His longest made field goal was 53 yards and that sailed into the third row of the stands so it would have been good from beyond 60. In the game, he was good from 50 and 30. … 
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QB: Chad Henne, Ricky Stanzi, Blaine Gabbert 
RB: Maurice Jones-Drew, Jordan Todman, Justin Forsett, Denard Robinson 
FB: Will Ta'ufo'ou, Lonnie Pryor 
WR: Justin Blackmon, Cecil Shorts, Mike Brown, Ace Sanders, Denard Robinson, Stephen Williams, Stephen Burton 
TE: Clay Harbor, Brett Brackett, Marcedes Lewis 
PK: Josh Scobee 
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KANSAS CITY CHIEFS
Running back Jamaal Charles supplied 128 of the Chiefs' 216 yards and both of their offensive touchdowns in Sunday's 24-7 win over the Raiders.

Otherwise, the Chiefs produced next to nothing offensively, a troubling development for a team trying to identify reliable offensive threats in addition to Charles.

The Chiefs had trouble handling the Oakland defensive front, the result being consistent pressure on quarterback Alex Smith. He completed just 14-of-31 for 128 yards, and his season completion percentage slipped to a feeble 56.5. Smith hasn't thrown a touchdown pass in the past two weeks.

The Chiefs can survive with such meager offensive production as long as their defense continues to strangle opponents. If the day comes when the defense collapses, the Chiefs appear headed for trouble.

The bigger problem?

It's not clear how much longer Charles can survive.

According to Kansas City Star staff writer Sam Mellinger, blood trickled down his left shin as Charles explained to a reporter why he was wearing only a towel after Sunday's game.

"Got these cuts," he says, rubbing his arm and shoulder. "Can't put clothes on just yet."

He had just got out of the cold tub, part of a routine to keep swelling down. On a positive note, there were no new blisters on his toes, which means the bottom of his feet aren't more gruesome than before the win over the Raiders. By now, that qualifies as good news.

"You don't want to look at my toes right now," Charles said with a smile.

Charles is one of the NFL's most dynamic players. He is running for 5.58 yards per carry, the highest mark in league history, and the Chiefs are right to want everything they can get out of him.

"He's so fast, people try to look at him like a track guy, like some other backs in the league," says Brandon Flowers, who joined the Chiefs with Charles out of the 2008 draft. "But he grounds and pounds and wears you down. He does it all in one. You don't need thunder and lightning. You got both of them with J-Charles. He carries this team, man. He carries this team."

But Mellinger believes they should also be afraid of asking him to do so much of the carrying.

Charles entered this week's games as the AFC's leading rusher. Against the Raiders, he ran for 78 yards and two touchdowns on 22 carries. He caught five more passes for 50 yards, which means he now has more than half the team's combined rushes and receptions.

He's on pace for 392 touches, which would be more than anybody in the league over the last five years except for Arian Foster (393 in 2010) and Chris Johnson (408 in 2009). Coincidence or not, each player's production dropped in the seasons following all that work.

Some of this is positive: Charles' carries have ballooned in the fourth quarter as the Chiefs protect leads.

Still, the Chiefs need some other ways to move the ball.

As ESPN.com's Adam Teicher notes, the inability of rookie Knile Davis or Cyrus Gray to develop into players who can produce while Charles gets some rest has been a problem.

Davis was in for one snap against Oakland and fumbled after catching a short pass. According to Teicher, the Chiefs are understandably fearful of using Davis; given his fumbles, lining up in the wrong place, and running the wrong play, he is completely unreliable.

Gray didn't play at all on offense. He isn't as much of a threat as Charles, particularly in the running game. But Gray is a dependable receiver and solid pass protector who should get a few snaps in the hopes of preserving Charles for an entire season.

They also need better from Smith, the offensive line and receivers.

This is two games in a row that Smith has struggled. Last week, it was discomfort against the blitz. This week, it was inaccurate passes even on some short and intermediate throws. He completed just 14 of 31 passes, his lowest percentage since 2007.

"It's kind of a little bit ugly the last two weeks, for sure," Smith says. "It's tough."

The Chiefs are good enough defensively that the standard lowers for Smith and the offense. They don't need greatness. Only adequacy. Six straight wins means they've been good enough, but the next step is something you might call "sustainable adequacy" -- which requires eliminating the need to use Charles like a pack mule.

The Chiefs are on their best start in (at least) a decade. Their defense is the best in the AFC, at least, and the schedule continues to open in front of them. The view on this season has changed, and drastically. Six games in and the Chiefs are still undefeated. This is no longer about just being good.

As Mellinger summed up, "To be more than that, the Chiefs will need Charles healthy and fresh -- and hopefully able to put on a shirt without medical care. ..."

The good news? The Chiefs play the second of three straight home games next Sunday when they meet the struggling Texans. A victory makes it possible the Chiefs could end the day in first place, as the Broncos are at Indianapolis that night. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Charles' 128 yards pushed him into seventh place on the Chiefs' all-time list for yards from scrimmage. Charles now has 6,593 yards, passing Abner Haynes at 6,553 yards. He also became the third runner in Chiefs history to pass the 5,000-yard mark in career rushing. Charles now stands at 5,011 yards. ...

Completing fewer than 50 percent of his passes is not acceptable. Failing to throw a touchdown pass for the second straight week is unsatisfactory.

But Smith knows the statistic by which all quarterbacks are measured:

Winning.

Smith, acquired from the San Francisco 49ers in the offseason, is 26-5-1 since 2011 for an 82.8 winning percentage. Only Peyton Manning (19-3, 86.4 percent), who missed the 2011 season, has a better mark among quarterbacks with at least 10 starts in the last three seasons.

For the record, head coach Andy Reid isn't alarmed by Smith's lack of productivity.

"He's taking care of the football," Reid said of Smith, who did not throw an interception Sunday. "When it counts, he makes the play. We're winning football games, and he's doing a nice job managing it."

Kevin Brock was the only tight end to record a catch (for nine yards), though Sean McGrath was targeted three times. McGrath was often used as a blocker though, which shows his versatility. Again, the Raiders made an effort to take away a lot of the underneath stuff the Chiefs have thrived on thus far.

Anthony Fasano did not play against Oakland, missing his fourth straight game with knee and ankle injuries that he suffered on Sept. 15. But he returned to practice Wednesday. Fasano said barring a setback he would be available Sunday.

It's unlikely his return alone will revive the passing game, particularly because Fasano didn't sound confident he would be 100 percent.

"It's a frustrating injury that I'm going to have to continue to deal with," he said. "But I feel like it's time to try to play with it."

Even when healthy, Fasano isn't a prolific receiver. His high in seven NFL seasons is 39 catches.

McGrath and Brock have given the Chiefs 18 catches and a touchdown, which as Teicher suggests is more than they had a right to expect from them.

So Fasano would be an upgrade and their best option at an important position. ...

And finally. ... Arrowhead Stadium is once again the loudest stadium in the NFL.

This time, it's official.

The Kansas City Chiefs fans broke the world record for an outdoor sports stadium on Sunday when they reached 137.5 decibels in the closing minutes.

An official from Guinness World Records told the Associated Press that Chiefs fans broke the record of 136.6 set by Seahawks fans during a game against San Francisco earlier this year.

To put that in perspective, a jet engine at 100 feet is about 140 decibels.

The record-setting attempt was planned by Chiefs fans but had support of the organization, which paid $7,500 to fly an adjudicator from Guinness to Kansas City to document the effort. It turned out to be Philip Robertson, who also was on hand when the Seahawks set their mark.

"They destroyed any Premier League hopes of attaining this record, I can tell you that, and I'm a Brit that loves the Premier League," Robertson said. "It was extraordinary." 
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QB: Alex Smith, Chase Daniel, Tyler Bray 
RB: Jamaal Charles, Knile Davis, Cyrus Gray 
FB: Anthony Sherman 
WR: Dwayne Bowe, Donnie Avery, Dexter McCluster, Junior Hemingway, A.J. Jenkins 
TE: Sean McGrath, Anthony Fasano, Kevin Brock 
PK: Ryan Succop 
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MIAMI DOLPHINS
Buffalo is tied for the NFL lead with 10 interceptions and ranks third with 21 sacks. That's bad news for a Dolphins team whose 24 sacks allowed leads the NFL, and whose five interceptions are tied for 14th-most in the NFL.

The Bills used a pair of late-game interceptions last year to defeat Miami, 19-14, in Buffalo.

Ryan Tannehill didn't have a turnover two weeks ago against Baltimore, Miami's last game, but he has eight turnovers (five interceptions, three lost fumbles) against five touchdown passes this season.

Offensive coordinator Mike Sherman said the reason the Dolphins don't use many seven-step drop-back passes is twofold because of pass protection issues and it's simply not in their plans.

The seven-step drop back, of course, allows for the deepest passes, which for Miami often means a pass to speedster Mike Wallace. But that's not always the game plan.

Sherman said the Dolphins use the three-step drop back as a way to help keep Tannehill upright, but he said defenses will eventually sit on the three-step pass so they have to be judicious. Sherman said the Dolphins are mostly a five-step drop back team.

"We do a fair amount of three-step right now, maybe seven or eight times a game," Sherman said. "We also have some max protect, we chip guys. I just think it's a collective effort by everybody. The timing and rhythm of the plays has to possibly speed up.

Meanwhile, Tannehill has improved his completion percentage (62.6) and has an 85.5 passer rating. He's responsible for leading the Dolphins to two fourth-quarter victories in the first five games. Tannehill has improved in every aspect of the game he struggled with -- third down (ranked ninth before Sunday), fourth-quarter performance (80.6 passer rating) -- in 2012.

In addition, H-back Charles Clay, who has been called on to play more because of Dustin Keller's season-ending knee injury, is blossoming in Miami's west coast offense. He's on pace to catch 74 passes for 950 yards, and leads the Dolphins with three touchdowns scored. Clay has always had talent, but this former Tulsa fullback appears to be developing chemistry with Tannehill.

Otherwise?

As South Florida Sun-Sentinel staff writer Omar Kelly suggests, the offensive coaching has been lackluster. The running game is inept, and often abandoned. Pass blocking remains an issue considering Miami is on pace to set a franchise record for sacks allowed, and the Dolphins haven't utilized Tannehill's athleticism much.

Philbin and staff must do a better job putting the offense in position to be successful.

Miami's running game is 28th in the NFL and the team is on pace for a franchise-low 1,114 yards. There is concern the Dolphins don't have the offensive linemen athletic enough to make this zone blocking scheme work. Lamar Miller's shortcomings limit him to 11 touches per game, despite the fact Daniel Thomas, who is averaging 2.6 yards per carry, has been a major disappointment.

As the Sports Xchange notes, Miller averages 4.2 yards per carry but he has to figure out a way to become more effective. Miller, who has excellent straight-ahead speed, has to find a way to make guys miss or find a way to run through arm tackles. His big gains are good but been feast or famine on everything else.

The Dolphins are on pace to allow 77 sacks. Everyone, from the offensive line, the tailbacks and tight ends, and the quarterback are part of the problem, which has led to 24 sacks so far. If this pace continues there's little doubt Tannehill won't be healthy enough to play all 16 games.

The poor protection has been one factor in Wallace's slow start in Miami, but he and Tannehill have flashed enough to alleviate some concern. ...

Brian Hartline leads the teams in receptions (25) and receiving yards (332). Look for that to continue. Hartline and Tannehill established a relationship last season and they work extensively together before every game.

Meanwhile, the only rookie who has made a significant contribution this season is kicker Caleb Sturgis, who has made 10 of- 11 field goals. Dion Jordan, the team's first-round pick, averages 20 snaps a game, and needs to have his workload increased. Tight end Dion Sims and tailback Mike Gillislee need to speed up their development considering both play positions the Dolphins need help at. 
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QB: Ryan Tannehill, Matt Moore, Patrick Devlin 
RB: Lamar Miller, Daniel Thomas, Marcus Thigpen, Mike Gillislee 
FB: Tyler Clutts 
WR: Mike Wallace, Brian Hartline, Brandon Gibson, Rishard Matthews 
TE: Charles Clay, Michael Egnew, Dion Sims 
PK: Caleb Sturgis 
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MINNESOTA VIKINGS
As Associated Press sports writer Dave Campbell kindly suggested, "The Minnesota Vikings are a mess. ..."

Head coach Leslie Frazier said he's certain this can be cleaned up. Progress will have to happen fast, though, or else these early season issues will linger.

"We've got to look at what we're doing and try to figure out ways to try to improve our team, and I think we can get that done," Frazier said Monday. "I'm certain of it, that we can get that done, and we've got the right people on our team for it to happen."

The Vikings have allowed 31.6 points per game, third most in the league.

The offense has plenty of problems, too, as evidenced by the two interceptions and four punts on nine possessions in a 35-10 loss Sunday to Carolina.

The Vikings face the winless New York Giants Monday night.

But if they don't figure out how to fix the soft coverage on third downs, increase their pass rush and put together the kind of sustained, time-consuming touchdown drives the Panthers enjoyed, then they won't be able to beat anybody.

But they're still making a change at quarterback.

Frazier made it official on Wednesday: Josh Freeman will start against the Giants.

"He has adapted to our system," Frazier said. "I like his work ethic. He has done enough for us to say that he is ready."

Frazier also said Christian Ponder would be the backup and Matt Cassel the third.

This after Cassel was picked off twice Sunday.

The coach acknowledged the challenge for a quarterback in joining a team with a season in progress and having to absorb the playbook so quickly.

But he also called Freeman "a bright young man" and gave no indication that he felt Freeman wasn't ready. He's only been with the team for one week, having been cut by Tampa Bay.

Tight end Kyle Rudolph wondered why this was an issue. Cassel is 48 for 69 for 489 yards and a 69.6 completion rate, three touchdowns and the two turnovers in two games since replacing Ponder.

"I don't see why. I think Josh needs some time to get comfortable here, learn the offense," Rudolph said.

Now he's going to learn it on the fly -- which speaks volumes about what the team thinks of Ponder and Cassel.

And maybe what it says about the coach.

"It's not a lost season. We've just got to do some things a little better than what we're doing, and if we do things will turn around for us," Frazier said.

Frazier's job status has grown tenuous with this bad start. The same goes for offensive coordinator Bill Musgrave and defensive coordinator Alan Williams. But Frazier voiced his support for them Monday.

"They're working as hard as they can to put our players in the best position to succeed," Frazier said. "And our players, when they're put in those positions, they've got to execute their assignments when that happens. ..."

For what it's worth, Ponder was asked if he would welcome a trade out of town.

"I don't know," Ponder responded, via Chip Scoggins of the Minneapolis Star-Tribune.

That's a different response than a week ago, when Ponder said it would be difficult. No matter what happens from here, the entire situation is a reminder how fast things can change in the NFL.

As NFL.com's Gregg Rosenthal reminded readers, the Vikings started the season swearing that Ponder was their franchise quarterback. The Buccaneers started the season hoping Freeman would lead them to the playoffs. After just three starts apiece this season (and no wins), everything has changed.

"Barring injury to Freeman," Rosenthal added, "we wouldn't expect to see Ponder in the starting lineup for Minnesota again. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... St. Paul Pioneer Press staffer Sean Jensen noted the performance of Rudolph, who led all receivers with nine catches for a team-high 97 yards stood out in Sunday's loss. On his 23-yard touchdown, Rudolph sidestepped a defender, then sprinted into the end zone.

His nine catches were a career high and tied for fifth-most by a tight end in Vikings history.

Asked how he got the ball so much, Rudolph said, "We've got a lot of talent out wide.

"And those guys are great players. And any time I can get an opportunity to contribute, I try to take advantage of that."

He rattled off names such as Jerome Simpson, Greg Jennings, Cordarrelle Patterson and Jarius Wright.

But all of them had quiet games, with Jennings catching six passes for 34 yards and Simpson catching four for 30 yards.

For what it's worth, Musgrave, in an exclusive interview with the FootballDiehards on Sirius XM Fantasy Sports Radio, told listeners last Thursday the team was going to make an effort to get Rudolph more involved in the game plan. Don't be surprised if that trend continues. ...

Adrian Peterson said he never wavered in his decision to play against the Panthers on Sunday after receiving news Friday that his 2-year-old son had died in Sioux Falls, S.D.

"I was set on it," he said. "I just look at things and I don't ask people to understand my mind-set and how things work. Even if it's bad I try and take the good from it. That's the way I approach life, with all situations. I never thought about not playing. It was all about going out there and praying that I had the strength to get through and help my team, so that was my focus."

Peterson declined to answer questions about his relationship with his son following the loss.

The Panthers held Peterson to 62 yards rushing on only 10 carries. That was his lowest output since rushing for 60 yards against Indianapolis in Week 2 of last season.

The Panthers entered ranked No. 3 in the NFL in total defense and scoring defense. They were seventh in rushing defense. ...

Patterson's usage has been a source of consternation for Vikings fans all season, and while he got 19 snaps on Sunday against the Panthers -- his second-highest total of the season -- some of that had to do with how far behind in the game the Vikings were. Patterson still got the fewest snaps of any Vikings receiver, and didn't get the chance to return a kickoff; all six of them were touchbacks.

Considering the degree to which the NFL has marginalized the kickoff return in the name of safety, the best chance for Patterson and other return men to make an impact might be as a position player. To this point, the Vikings haven't made consistent use of Patterson in that role; he's only been targeted with 11 passes all season, catching eight of them for 85 yards.

And finally. ... Linebacker Desmond Bishop tore the ACL in his right knee Sunday and will need season-ending surgery, Frazier said Monday. It is the second season-ending injury in as many years for Bishop, who missed all of last season for the Green Bay Packers after tearing his hamstring in the preseason opener.

Frazier said the Vikings will determine what to do at outside linebacker but that they would keep converted outside linebacker Erin Henderson at the middle linebacker spot. 
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QB: Josh Freeman, Christian Ponder, Matt Cassel 
RB: Adrian Peterson, Toby Gerhart, Matt Asiata 
FB: Jerome Felton 
WR: Greg Jennings, Jerome Simpson, Jarius Wright, Cordarrelle Patterson, Joe Webb 
TE: Kyle Rudolph, John Carlson, Rhett Ellison 
PK: Blair Walsh 
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NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS
On Sunday afternoon in New England's dramatic, come-from-behind, last-second 30-27 victory over the previously unbeaten Saints, the cost came in the form of injuries to key players such as No. 1 cornerback Aqib Talib (hip), Pro Bowl linebacker Jerod Mayo (shoulder), top receiver Danny Amendola(head) and starting right guard Dan Connolly (head).

All four players failed to finish the contest, watching like the few fans remaining at Gillette Stadium as Tom Brady orchestrated the 38th victory of his career when either trailing or tied in the fourth quarter thanks to a 17-yard touchdown pass to rookie Kenbrell Thompkins with five seconds to play.

The victory was a solid bounce-back effort after a lackluster loss a week earlier in Cincinnati in which Brady failed to a throw a touchdown pass for the first time in 52 games and New England's 6-point output was its lowest since 2006.

But as much as the win left coach Bill Belichick's team in a celebratory stupor on their home field, the reality is that if the four players who couldn't finish the game miss significant time it's another big blow to a team that's been struggling with injuries already early in 2013.

And as the Sports Xchange notes, on-going saga of Rob Gronkowski missing the first six games of the season is just one of the many Patriots sidelined as Belichick impressively guides his team through another successful start to the schedule.

Pro Bowl nose tackle Vince Wilfork is already lost for the year with a torn Achilles. Third-down back Shane Vereen is on injured reserve with a designation to return in early November thanks to wrist injury suffered in the season opener.

Amendola missed three weeks with a torn groin and now is likely to miss more action after a vicious hit that left him with jelly legs as he tried to walk to the locker room.

Leon Washington missed the Saints game due to an ankle injury and continues to wear a walking boot as he did not practice at all last week.

New England's depth is a concern on both sides of the ball and that will be an ongoing issue in the coming weeks. But the expectation is and always will be that the "next guy up" will get the job done. It's worked so far.

Belichick was asked how he addresses the injury situation while keeping the team focused.

"I would say there are a lot of things that go into it, a combination obviously of medical clearance and making up the active roster for the 46 guys," Belichick said Monday. "Each week, we go through the process with all the players and do what we feel like is best for the team. Obviously medical considerations are a big part of it, so we'll do that with every player."

In particular, is there some way he can get a feel for Gronkowski's progress in practice?

"Yeah, sure, that's what practice is for, part of it," he said. "But ultimately the players have to be cleared medically before we can put them in the game. There are a lot of players that practice that aren't ready to play yet, but they're ready to participate in practice. That's pretty common."

Belichick dismissed the notion than Gronkowski's situation is particularly frustrating.

"We have 53 players on the team," he said. "There's some element of that every week."

Brady was asked after another victory, one that was torn from the grips of defeat, how the Patriots have been able to cull together the 5-1 start.

"That's a good question, that's a really good question," Brady told WEEI radio in Boston Monday morning."I think the expectation is for the players, and not the fact that you can use all the excuses that guys are hurt, we expected this thing to happen," he continued. "And a lot of teams have guys that are hurt, and a lot guys expect certain things to go their way and they don't. I think our team doesn't really take anything for granted and we try to put the work in every single week."

Given the guys who got banged up on Sunday, that work won't get any easier in the coming weeks beginning with this weekend's trip to New York to take on the scrappy Jets. ...

As for Gronkowski, the endless drama is starting to become a bore. And apparently they're starting to bug people that matter.

According to Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio, at first, the reports and counter reports regarding the status of Patriots tight end Rob Gronkowski provided great cover for the team, keeping opponents guessing about his availability and forcing them to prepare for the possibility that they will or won't face him.

Now that the reports and counter reports have shed light on possible locker-room conflict and resentment regarding the disconnect between Gronkowski's performances in practice and inability to play, the Patriots have decided to clamp down.

As Tom Curran of CSNNE.com explained on Monday's Pro Football Talk on NBCSN, the Pats have put out the word to quit talking about any injured players. As a result, it has been difficult if not impossible to get updates regarding Amendola and Talib. We know more about Mayo because he was placed on injured reserve Wednesday, ending his season.

Curran also said that team security is trying to find out who has been talking about Gronkowski.

Presumably, the focal point will be the leaks regarding players unhappy with Gronkowski for not playing.

As Florio added, "The last we heard on Gronkowski is that he'll miss at most one more game. And that may be the last we hear about Gronkowski. Ever. ..."

Given all that, Wedensday's practice provided the only kind of update one can expect from the Patriots when they announced that neither Amendola nor Talib took part. There's been no confirmation yet that Amendola suffered a concussion when he took a hard hit to the head at the end of a running play last Sunday, but his absence on Wednesday and the team's decision to bring in other receivers for workouts suggest that Amendola did suffer a concussion that puts him at risk of missing Week 7.

Julian Edelman (thigh) was limited in Wednesday's practice.

Jordan Shipley, LaQuan Williams and Devon Wylie all came in for tryouts.

Also getting a look was tight end Brandon Barden. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Stevan Ridley literally wasted no time in showing the fans how appreciative he was to finally get into the end zone.

As the Boston Herald noted, as soon as he scored his first touchdown of the season on a 1-yard run early in the second quarter, the running back pointed to his wrist on several occasions. The implication was clear as day -- his initial visit to pay dirt in the 2013 season was long overdue.

"It's been a long time since I've been in the zone, man," said Ridley, who finished with 96 yards on 20 carries and two touchdowns. "I was happy to be there, come out and find the end zone, not once, but twice.

"I'm just blessed and thankful, I don't take it for granted. This is just another Sunday where I can go out and play football and do what I love to do."

This year has been a far cry for Ridley from 2012, when he rushed for 1,263 yards and 12 touchdowns on 290 carries. He fumbled in the opener against the Buffalo Bills, and has seen his workload diminish to the point where he rushed for just 174 yards on 47 carries in the team's first four games.

The low point came last week when Ridley missed the first game of his NFL career with a thigh injury. Not surprisingly, the Patriots offense failed to generate a touchdown against the Cincinnati Bengals and fell, 13-6, to drop to 4-1 on the season.

"It's tough to watch your team play when you're on the couch at home," Ridley said. "I was doing anything possible to come back; I went to therapy two or three times a day. I just wanted to get out here and help my team play."

It was still unsure how much Ridley would be able to contribute, but that was answered right away. Ridley got the call 11 times and he responded to the tune of 61 yards and two touchdowns as the Patriots built a 17-7 halftime lead.

"I am thankful that they gave me a few plays to go out there and do what we needed to do," Ridley said. "Coaches make the call and they put us in there when they need us. I have to capitalize on every carry I get, whether it's five or 25 carries.

"I have to go out there and do my job, and I was glad things opened up and I was able to churn out some yardage when the team needed it."

The Patriots went into Sunday's contest with the second-most dropped passes in the NFL. Then, against the New Orleans Saints, the wide receivers did everything they could to get to the top of that undesirable list. But if there's one way to make up for a plethora of untimely drops, it's to hold on to the ones that count the most.

No one epitomized that more than Thompkins.

According to Profootballfocus.com, the rookie wideout came into the game leading the Pats with an 18.18 percent drop rate, and he only added to his total against the Saints.

Drops have been a constant problem for the offense this season. The Patriots came into yesterday with the second most drops (17), only one behind St. Louis for the league's worst offender. They may enter this week with the most after Thompkins, Edelman and Aaron Dobson all dropped a few.

But with 1:13 left in the game, Brady didn't hesitate. With no timeouts he hit Edelman, Dobson and newcomer Austin Collie twice to get down the field. Then with five seconds left, Brady launched the ball to the left corner of the end zone.

For a moment, as Thompkins leapt in the air over cornerback Jabari Greer for the game-winning catch, all the rookie's drops didn't matter. The Patriots escaped and Thompkins came out of last night's game with confidence.

"You get your number called and you know to have the quarterback to have a lot of trust in you and give you an opportunity to make the (catch), it says a lot about this team," Thompkins said. "We just had to go out there and fight to the finish."

Whatever the case, for Brady and his wideouts, things clicked with time evaporating. Even after an Edelman drop on third down, Collie came up with a game-saving 9-yard reception on fourth down, allowing to spike the ball and stop the clock with 11 seconds left.

Collie admitted he doesn't have a full grasp of the offense, but like his teammates he made the most out of those last-second opportunities.

"We put ourselves in the hole," Edelman said, "but we were able to dig ourselves out against a good team. We made some plays when we had to."

It's Thompkins' touchdown catch with five seconds remaining that everyone will remember from Sunday's victory.

But what shouldn't be forgotten is that the margin of victory was provided by a 54-yard field by Stephen Gostkowski late in the third quarter. That was one of three field goals by Gostkowski, who also hit from 35 yards on the Pats' opening possession and from 23 yards away midway through the fourth quarter.

"That was huge, a great kick," Belichick said of Gostkowski's 54-yarder, the longest of his eight-year career with the Patriots. 
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QB: Tom Brady, Ryan Mallett 
RB: Stevan Ridley, LeGarrette Blount, Brandon Bolden, Leon Washington, Shane Vereen 
FB: James Develin 
WR: Danny Amendola, Kenbrell Thompkins, Julian Edelman, Aaron Dobson, Josh Boyce, Austin Collie, Matt Slater 
TE: Rob Gronkowski, Michael Hoomanawanui, Matthew Mulligan 
PK: Stephen Gostkowski 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
According to Associated Press sports writer Brett Martel, Sean Payton figured his players deserved to go into their bye week feeling good about themselves.

So while the coach is taking a hard look at what the Saints could have done differently in a dramatic loss at New England on Sunday, he's also complimenting his players' overall effort during a 5-1 start.

"I like the work ethic, the competitive nature of this team," Payton asserted Monday. "I like it a lot."

The coach said it will probably take his staff and players a couple days to get over their failure to cash in on multiple opportunities to put the Patriots away, only to see Tom Brady pull out his latest game-winning drive. Before that, the Saints' defense twice thought they'd thwarted Brady's last, best chance -- first with a fourth-down stop and then with an interception.

Both times, however, the Saints' normally prolific offense could not get a first down, and the Patriots had enough timeouts left to get a third chance.

"The overall mood and spirits were good," Payton said of his players as many of them prepared to take the rest of the week off after some conditioning, lifting and film review on Monday. "Obviously, it's a tough loss. And when you do it long enough, they understand that there's going to be some games like that where you're wrestling over one specific play or one sequence of plays."

Payton said he was proud of how his team rallied from a 17-7 halftime deficit, and only regretted that his offense couldn't keep Brady off the field in the final minutes.

"We were able to get the stops defensively. We weren't able to get that one first down we needed," Payton said.

Payton also dismissed criticism of his defense's pass coverage on the final touchdown.

"This is distribution-of-credit, assignment-of-blame Monday, so that's just the industry," Payton said. "Tom made a great location throw. The receiver made a real good catch above his head. You can't beat yourself up over that."

After four straight games with 100-plus yards receiving, Jimmy Graham was held without a catch, but Payton brushed aside a question about whether the Patriots provided a blue-print for shutting down the star tight end. Payton said he would only be concerned if every team had a cornerback as well suited to covering Graham as Aqib Talib.

Drew Brees said everyone on offense is questioning what they could have done differently to keep Brady on the sideline. He said Payton seemed to sense how hard his players took loss, which might explain why he didn't heavily criticize his players over the manner in which the late lead was squandered.

"He knows how hard guys fought. He knows the weight of this game, the gravity of this game, how meaningful it was to all of us," Brees said. "At times, when you lose, especially a tough loss like that, you make more of an impact when you're encouraging and very positive.

"I'm sure he would have been more critical had we won that game, saying, 'Hey, there's a few things here that could have gotten us beat.' And in reality, those things did get us beat," Brees continued. "At times, human nature would tell you to do one thing when really you may need to just take a deep breath and do the other. I think after a loss, human nature would tell you to get all riled up and mad and angry and yell. I think cooler heads prevailed and Sean has a great feel for that, to say, 'Man, you guys battled, you played your heart out. It didn't go our way this time but there's going to be many more like this. Let's be ready to win those."'

Payton said the Saints will not practice again until next Monday and that the most important thing his players can do in the meantime is rest. ...

Graham, who could not finish Sunday's game against, was still having his left foot evaluated but there is a sense of optimism in the organization that he will be able to play after the bye week.

Graham briefly returned to the field after having his lower left leg taped up, but then limped off with trainers before the game ended.

Although he finished Sunday's game without a catch for the first time since his rookie year of 2010, Graham still leads the league in receiving yards (593) and has a team-high six touchdowns on the season. ...

Lance Moore didn't play against the Patriots because of a hand injury that he suffered on Sept. 22, but he could return after the bye week. Mark Ingram was also sidelined for the fourth week in a row with a toe injury and his return is not known. ...

Brees completed 17 passes in Sunday's loss to New England. It broke a streak of 57 consecutive games when Brees completed 20 passes or more, an NFL record.

Payton praised running back Khiry Robinson, who made the roster after coming to training camp as an undrafted rookie out of West Texas A&M. Robinson carried seven times for 53 yards and his first-career TD at New England. "He's been explosive, he's been tough, he's been hard-nosed and we will continue to look at his snaps and evaluate how he fits in each game plan," Payton said. 
[image: image38]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 PT  [image: image39]
The Saints are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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NEW YORK GIANTS
Tom Coughlin doesn't have many options at halfback for the winless New York Giants.

The choice now is rookie Michael Cox, and that's it.

Veteran Brandon Jacobs, who ignited the running game for the first time this season in a 27-21 loss to the Chicago Bears on Thursday night, has a tweaked left hamstring.

He did not practice on Monday as the Giants started work for next Monday night's game against the Minnesota Vikings.

Jacobs insists he will play. Cox said he is ready. David Wilson is a major question mark.

Wilson, the No. 1 back to start the season, had his troublesome neck injury examined by a spine specialist in California on Monday. He was hurt late in the first quarter against Philadelphia a little more than a week ago.

A source with knowledge of the results told Associated Press sports writer Tom Canavan that Dr. Robert Watkins confirmed Wilson has a herniated disc and stenosis. Stenosis is a narrowing of the spinal column.

Wilson will continue to receive treatment and will be evaluated in a few weeks, Canavan reported, adding the injury is serious and the team is going to proceed slowly. The expectation is a three to four week absence.

Da'Rel Scott also injured his hamstring against the Bears and was released in advance of a likely signing at the position. The team had free agent Peyton Hillis and DJ Ware in for workouts on Tuesday. Jeremy Wright and one-time Giant Ryan Torain also reportedly worked out.

FOXSports insider Mike Garafolo reports the team will sign Hillis on Wednesday.

Hillis has kind of fallen off the face of the Earth since his breakout 2010 season with the Browns, when he ran for 1,177 yards and 11 touchdowns. Since then, he's averaging a pedestrian 3.6 yards per carry, bouncing through stints with the Chiefs and the Buccaneers without much distinction.

Of course, Jacobs hadn't looked like much prior to last week's 106-yard outburst, so maybe Hillis has a shot. ...

Coughlin joked Monday when asked if he was concerned about his halfback situation.

"What do you mean?" he said. "We had one. We're all set."

Besides Cox, Coughlin also has fullback John Conner in the backfield.

Sitting in front of his locker, Jacobs smiled when asked about his hamstring, which was hurt on a night he carried 22 times for 106 yards.

It was the first individual 100-yard rushing effort by a Giant this season, and Jacobs' first 100-yard game since 2010. It came on a night New York ran for a season-high 123 yards.

"I'm not missing any game," Jacobs said. "Straight up, that's all there is in a nutshell. I am not counting on being down."

Jacobs said the trainers advised him not to practice Monday and he has been told his injury is day to day.

The 31-year-old Jacobs surprised a lot of people with his performance. He ran hard. He had great second effort. He also showed he could get into the end zone, twice carrying Bears' defenders there.

"It's not about proving to everybody," said Jacobs, who barely played after signing with San Francisco as a free agent last season.

"I don't care to prove to anybody. All I need to do is show the guys in this locker room and the coaching staff what I have to do."

On the other hand, Cox has to prove himself. The seventh-round draft pick is still trying to learn the offense.

"He's young," Coughlin said. "It's sophisticated and complex the things that are thrown at him, particularly in the protection area, so you've got to be careful."

The bottom line is the Giants don't want Eli Manning getting hurt because Cox missed a blocking assignment.

"I feel like I'm ready to go, but obviously I'm just working on everything, pass protection, just watching more film and the whole offense, everything," Cox said.

Center Jim Cordle said the offensive line got a chance to work with Cox on Monday. Cordle said the 24-year-old who has yet to carry the ball in the regular season is a fast, physical back.

"He is talented, but I am sure Brandon will play," Cordle said. "You saw how much he loves playing and how much he wants to be here. If those are the two guys, we'll go with them."

The halfback situation should improve after the eighth game, when halfback Andre Brown is eligible to come off injured reserve. He broke his left leg for the second time in less than a year in the preseason finale against New England. ...

In the meantime, it's safe to assume that I'll have more on the running back situation via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to Newark Star-Ledger staffer Conor Orr, Hakeem Nicks has heard the trade rumors just like everyone else.

But for the moment, he's choosing not to listen.

"Honestly, I ain't really hearing it," Nicks said. "I ain't going to lie and say I haven't heard it, but I'm not buying into it. I'm more focused on what we're doing as a team right now to get this thing turned around."

The Giants wideout was asked about the possibility of being dealt before the Oct. 29 deadline. As of right now, he's by far the team's most enticing asset that would make sense to trade. His contract expires at the end of the season. The franchise tag is more than $10 million. The open market is even more expensive in some cases ($30 million guaranteed for Mike Wallace.)

"I'm a giant, that's the only thing I can focus on right now and I love playing for the Giants," Nicks said. "I'm going to keep playing for the Giants as long as I'm a Giant."

Nicks said if anything was happening as far as a trade, he would think the team would clue him in.

"I'm sure they got enough respect for me to come and talk to me about a situation like that," Nicks says. "But as of right now, I'm a Giant, it remains the same and I'm going to continue to play for the Giants as long as I'm here."

They have not yet, obviously. Leading Nicks to say he hasn't gotten any strong inclination about a deal.

"At the end of the day, business is business," he said. "But I haven't been given any whiffs of anything coming my way, so as far as outside talk, can't control that. I'm a Giant right now, I'm going to enjoy it. I'm just going to start winning some games."

He added: "I'm a Giant right now, I'm going to stand strong on that. Can't really control what the outside talk is going on. Like I said, I'm a Giant."

When asked if some veterans might prefer getting dealt to contenders at this point, Nicks said: "I don't think we have no quitters in this locker room."

The question here is whether the Giants can afford to let any of their playmakers go -- assuming they haven't given up on the season.

In case you missed it, Manning added three more interceptions to boost his season total to 15 through six games, as many as he had all of last season.

Even more alarming is that Manning's passer rating, which this week was 58.5, has not exceeded 65 since Week 1 of the season, when he posted a 102.3 rating against Dallas. It's not like one less receiving weapon would be helpful. 
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QB: Eli Manning, Ryan Nassib, Curtis Painter 
RB: Brandon Jacobs, Michael Cox, Peyton Hillis, David Wilson, Andre Brown 
FB: Bear Pascoe, John Conner, Henry Hynoski 
WR: Victor Cruz, Hakeem Nicks, Rueben Randle, Louis Murphy, Jerrel Jernigan 
TE: Brandon Myers, Bear Pascoe, Larry Donnell, Adrien Robinson 
PK: Josh Brown 
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NEW YORK JETS
As Associated Press sports writer Dennis Waszak Jr. framed it: "The New York Jets were looking like anything but a playoff contender.

"Then, they pulled off an upset victory last Monday at Atlanta, and the postseason didn't seem so silly a notion. Now, after a disappointing loss to Pittsburgh, they're right back where they were.

"And, this all came within the past week. ..."

It has certainly been a roller-coaster season already for Geno Smith and the Jets, who are 3-3 and searching for some consistency.

"Obviously, we have to get better," head coach Rex Ryan said, "and that's where our focus is going to be."

Are they more the team that couldn't get much going against Tennessee in a 38-10 loss two weeks ago and Pittsburgh in a 19-6 defeat on Sunday?

Or, are the Jets more the team that squeaked out that 30-28 stunner against the Falcons?

Perhaps, of course, they are somewhere in between all that.

Either way, Ryan and the Jets might get their answer soon as New York takes on three straight first-place teams, starting against New England on Sunday.

"I think we'll get a better sense this week," center Nick Mangold said. "We've got a heck of a game coming up, a division game. We've got to put some work in to get better. We've already dropped one to them."

That was a game they almost won, falling 13-10 in Week 2 at New England after Smith threw three fourth-quarter interceptions.

"I'm anxious to go out there and have another opportunity once again to try and get a victory for the organization," Smith said. "I think every single guy felt bitter after that loss, on the road that Thursday night.

"But we've put it behind us and we've learned from it."

After the Patriots (5-1), the Jets will play Cincinnati (4-2) and then come back home to take on New Orleans (5-1). For all those who downplayed New York's three wins by saying they came against teams that have combined for a 3-13 record -- Tampa Bay (0-5), Buffalo (2-4) and Atlanta (1-4) -- a few victories in the next three weeks could validate the suddenly soaring expectations from a week ago.

That's when Smith was coming off a turnover-free performance that included three touchdown passes and was later selected the AFC offensive player of the week. But, just like that, the good feelings were tempered a few days later when Smith threw two interceptions against the previously winless Steelers, and the offense struggled to make big plays.

For the season, Smith has seven touchdowns and 10 interceptions. He has shown flashes of being a franchise quarterback, as well as a quarterback who is still very much a work in progress.

"Although I am a rookie, I don't tend to use that excuse as the reason behind me making those mistakes," Smith said. "I think they're just simple mistakes in a game and they've got to be eliminated."

Heading into Sunday, there was a chance that this week's matchup could be for first place in the AFC East, a remarkable possibility for a Jets team that many had picked to finish among the NFL's worst. But New York's listless loss was followed a few hours later by a comeback victory for Tom Brady and the Patriots.

Ryan has seen it firsthand, and he and the Jets haven't beaten Brady and the Patriots in the regular season since their first meeting in 2010. They're 0-6 since, other than a playoff win at New England in the 2010 season.

"I think 'must-win' might be a little much right now, even for my deal where I've been notorious for throwing those bad boys out," Ryan said with a smile. "Here, it's Week 7. A lot of things can happen. You see that each week."

A win, and the pendulum swings back up for the Jets.

A loss, and they're under .500 and 0-2 against the Patriots, who would also be three games up on the Jets not even halfway into the season.

"Certainly, that's huge," Ryan said. "But again, for us, we have to get better, and that's what the practice field is about and then it's also about the opponent specifically. And, so, I think that's how you enter this week. ..."

Meanwhile, only two games after Mike Goodson's season began, it's over.

Goodson, the running back who was suspended for the first four games of the year, Tweeted Monday that he tore his ACL and MCL. Goodson was injured late in the fourth quarter on the play that sealed the Jets fate in their 19-6 -- Geno Smith's second interception.

The injury will end the season for Goodson, who had looked good in his two games, providing a speed burst in an offense lacking in skill position talent.

Goodson rushed four times for 29 yards in Sunday's loss. He finished with seven carries for 61 yards on the season. Goodson was also expected to contribute in special teams -- he lined up as a kick returner Sunday but did not have a return.

Other notes of interest. ... ESPN.com's Rich Cimini reports that Chris Ivory said he's not unhappy with his role -- yet -- but he acknowledged Monday he's not getting the ball as much as he expected.

"Honestly, I feel like it's been a little bit conservative," he said. "Hopefully, we get some things going. But it hasn't been as many [carries] as I thought."

Ivory has 34 carries in five games (he missed one game with a hamstring injury), 53 fewer carries than Bilal Powell. Ivory said the coaches told him he's the short-yardage back, yet he wasn't used Sunday on a third-and-1 from the Pittsburgh Steelers 2-yard line. Powell got the ball, and he was stuffed.

"I was actually supposed to be in there," said Ivory, adding that it was the short-yardage personnel grouping. "But [the coaches] told me to stay there on the sideline."

Ivory played only nine offensive snaps last Sunday, carrying the ball four times for 16 yards. He said he's not ready to make a stink yet because he believes his limited playing time has been dictated by the types of defenses they've faced, but he won't stay quiet for the entire season.

"I'm happy, I'm fine," he said. "I say that because we have a lot of ball left. But if it's close to the end of the season and it's still the same, I can say I wouldn't be too happy."

Ivory missed the bulk of training camp with a hamstring injury, falling behind Powell. His touches should increase now that Goodson is out for the season. Powell also suffered a shoulder injury against the Steelers. But Ivory senses the coaches still don't have full confidence in his ability as a blocker in pass protection.

"Right now, I still don't think they really trust me all the way yet," he said. "Maybe in certain protections, but I'm not sure if they trust me all the way based on how many times they put me in. But I guarantee you, I'll gain it."

Actually, Ivory made a nice block on a blitzing linebacker in the third quarter. The play didn't end well, as Smith threw his first interception.

Ivory was projected as the Jets' feature back. They traded a fourth-round pick for him and signed him to a three-year, $6 million contract, including $2.25 million to sign.

Ryan noted Powell's shoulder scare, but the tailback maintained that it was nothing serious.

"I just took a hit," Powell said. "I came out and took a little breather. Came in and everything is good."

Also on the injury front. ... Receiver Clyde Gates left Sunday's game with a left shoulder injury and underwent an MRI on Monday. He did not know the results of the MRI when he met with the media.

We learned more about that on Tuesday, when the Jets signed veteran kick returner Josh Cribbs and receiver Greg Salas, who was signed off the Eagles practice squad.

Salas was a fourth-round pick by the Rams in 2011 and had 27 catches in six games for them as a rookie. He was traded to the Patriots before last season and spent a few months on their practice squad before being claimed off of waivers by the Eagles.

In announcing the additions, the Jets confirmed that Gates and Goodson had been placed on season-ending injured reserve.

Santonio Holmes missed his second straight game Sunday with his hamstring injury, and his return this week looks like a long shot. Holmes has not practiced since he suffered the injury against the Titans on Sept. 30.

Tight end Kellen Winslow served on Sunday the first game of his four-game suspension for violating the NFL's policy on performance-enhancing substances. The NFL announced Winslow's suspension last Friday. He is eligible to be reinstated to the Jets' active roster on Nov. 4, the day after the Jets host the Saints and the first day of the Jets' bye week.

Winslow has 17 catches for 169 yards and two touchdowns this season.

Nick Folk continued his perfect season Sunday, when he accounted for the Jets' only points by hitting both of his field goal attempts against the Steelers. Folk is 13-for-13 this season, which breaks his own team record for most consecutive field goals converted at the start of a season.

Folk began last year by hitting his first 11 field goals before he finished the year in a 10-for-16 slump. 
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QB: Geno Smith, Matt Simms, Brady Quinn 
RB: Bilal Powell, Chris Ivory, Alex Green 
FB: Tommy Bohanon 
WR: Stephen Hill, Jeremy Kerley, David Nelson, Greg Salas, Josh Cribbs, Santonio Holmes 
TE: Jeff Cumberland, Konrad Reuland, Kellen Winslow 
PK: Nick Folk 
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OAKLAND RAIDERS
According to Associated Press sports writer Michael Wagaman, the worst game of Terrelle Pryor's career won't cost him his job as the Raiders starting quarterback -- now or anytime soon.

One day after Pryor threw three interceptions, including two in the final 4 1/2 minutes of a 24-7 loss to Kansas City, head coach Dennis Allen said he remains committed to the young quarterback and has no plans to make a change.

"I don't think he played as well as he would have liked or what we wanted him to, but again, he's still a young player," Allen said Monday.

"He's still got a lot of growing to do and a lot of getting better to do. He's a talented player and we're going to continue to try to build with him and try to grow with him."

Still, Allen acknowledged Pryor's play was pivotal in Oakland's second-half collapse against the Chiefs.

Most of the mistakes were self-inflicted.

The 24-year-old struggled to get plays called on time, resulting in three delay of game penalties. He also called the wrong play during one drive, and called for the wrong pass protection on another.

One of Pryor's interceptions came while the quarterback was backpedaling and threw a high pass that was picked off.

He was also sacked 10 times and had a career-low rating of 45.7.

"What disappoints me is we lost a game because of me, that's how I look at it," Pryor said. "Defensively we played great, offensively we played great. It was just No. 2. He didn't play well.

"I deserved them hits because I made bad plays. Little stupid mistakes like that, I deserved to get pile-driven into the ground."

While Allen termed Pryor's performance a "learning experience," the quarterback himself was much more harsh in his evaluation.

He chided himself for not getting the team in and out of the huddle fast enough, called his interceptions terrible and pinned the entire meltdown on his shoulders.

"That's on me," he said. "I can't play like I played yesterday, or I won't be here long. I made a lot of mistakes and I'm putting it all on my plate. I just didn't play well."

Pryor went into the game with a respectable 97.6 passer rating and completed seven of his first nine attempts against the Chiefs before things went sour.

And when they went bad, they went bad quickly.

All three of Pryor's interceptions came in the second half. The Chiefs converted the turnovers into 17 points.

"I think he had a learning experience," Allen said. "That's part of the growth of a young player. Now the key is, does he learn from it, does he move forward from it and does he play better against Pittsburgh? That's what we're looking for."

Pryor didn't get much relief from the running game or from an injury-riddled offensive line that was down to its third-string center and backups at right guard and right tackle.

Pryor was sacked 10 times, and the Chiefs registered 14 quarterback hits on him. Pryor carried the ball six times and gained 60 yards. You could say Pryor took a physical beating, no?

"I didn't take a beating," he said. "I'm a big man, a grown man. They just tackled me. They got me and they made great plays. It was not a beating, though."

For what it's worth, Pryor is listed at 6-4 and 233 pounds.

The good news? As Wagaman notes, relief could be on the way.

Left tackle Jared Veldheer, who has been out since undergoing surgery to repair a torn triceps, is continuing to rehab without any setbacks and could return from the short-term injured reserve list as early as Week 9 when Oakland plays Philadelphia.

"Everything's going well," Veldheer said. "It's where it should be. I haven't hit any obstacles. I'm itching to get back as soon as I can."

The Raiders have a bye this week and will practice Tuesday and Wednesday before getting a much-needed four-day break.

"I think this bye's coming at a great time for us," Allen said. "We have a lot of guys down right now with some injuries and we need them to be able to get some rest."

Other notes of interest. ... As deemed by Allen, an "explosive play is one that gains at least 16 yards through the air or 12 yards on the ground.

According to ESPN.com's Paul Gutierrez, the Raiders had five such plays against Kansas City (two runs and three passes), while the Chiefs had three explosive plays (one run and two passes). In six games, the Raiders have 45 explosive plays (15 runs, 30 passes), with one TD on a run and four passing scores.

Oakland's opponents, meanwhile, have 41 explosive plays combined (nine runs and 32 passes) with a touchdown each running and passing.

Sebastian Janikowski has now missed more field goals (four) in six games than he did all of last season (three). And each of the left-footed kicker's misses have come from the left hashmark.

"I don't know what the deal is with that there," said long-snapper Jon Condo. "I mean, it's probably just more coincidence."

Sunday's miss, from 51 yards, was short after he seemed to stub his toe on the grass.

"Right as soon as he kicks it, I can tell if he strikes it good, and I knew, I heard it," Condo added. "Even the ball flight, you saw it kind of got up. The wind was coming the opposite way, and the rotation on it, we didn't get a drive."

Running backs Darren McFadden and Rashad Jennings played despite hamstring injuries. They combined for 64 yards on 20 carries and four receptions for 40 yards.

Allen reiterated the team wants to get Marcel Reece more touches. The versatile fullback had one touch against the Chiefs.

"We've got to do a better job of making sure we put him in positions where he’s getting his touches because he is a good player for us," Allen said.

General manager Reggie McKenzie said the same thing a month ago. ...

Wide receiver Andre Holmes was active for the first time since he returned from a four-game suspension. He had one pass directed his way. 
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The Raiders are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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PHILADELPHIA EAGLES
Michael Vick practiced on a limited basis Tuesday and Wednesday, but there is no word on his status for Sunday's game against. Dallas.

Well. ... There's no official word. But things are heading in a definitely direction. ...

Vick suffered a hamstring injury against the New York Giants two weeks ago and missed last Sunday's game at Tampa Bay. He threw passes on Tuesday, did some light jogging, and worked in individual drills for Philadelphia. But he did the same last week, in preparation for the Buccaneers, only to skip the Eagles' 31-20 victory.

Should Vick miss Sunday's home game, which is for first place in the NFC East, Nick Foles would play against the Cowboys. The Eagles have won consecutive games after a three-game skid.

After Tuesday's practice, Vick spoke to reporters but did not sound optimistic about his chances for Sunday.

"I can't say how far I am," Vick said. "Last week, I may have been about 50, 60 percent. This week, I don't know. I'm just working every day. Trying to get myself in a position where I can run. I feel it's getting better, but when I try to burst, it's not there.

"Another week of rehab could put me in a position where I could start gaining confidence and I can go out and do the things I normally do."

Asked if he thought he could play Sunday, Vick showed less confidence than he did a week ago when a decision was not made until late.

"I can't answer that question," Vick said. "As far as it goes right now, I just have to take it one day at a time and keep rehabbing. It's very important that I keep in shape, keep my cardio up, keep my legs in shape. It can be aggravated very easily. So, I have to take precautions."

As Associated Press sports writer Rob Maaddi notes, the Eagles, already 2-0 in the division, have variety at the quarterback slot. Vick is still among the more mobile in the league, while Foles is a standard pocket passer who runs when needed.

"If I were just a drop-back quarterback, I could play, but still I'm different. I see things differently. I do things differently. It's part of my game. It's why I had the success I've had," Vick said. "If I had to go in the game, I could just sit in the pocket and throw the football and be like a seven-on-seven drill. But seven-on seven is not realistic on Sunday."

It's no secret Vick's game is predicated on his ability to run and make as many plays with his legs as he does with his arm.

"Mike's legs are a big, important part of his game, sure," head coach Chip Kelly said. "I want to see how he runs around in practice. Can he execute the way we want him to execute? Any decision we make is going to be based on what's going to help the team win."

Foles threw for 296 yards and three touchdowns against Tampa Bay.

"We caught a game last week where Nick did a nice job of completing his deep balls," offensive coordinator Pat Shurmur said. "He made good decisions in the run game which is very important for us. But Mike's done the same thing. And so I think we'll sit here and try to compare the two players, but for the most part, they both can do anything we want them to do for us to be successful on offense."

Foles again took the majority of the reps with the first team in practice, and likely will do so again Wednesday and Thursday.

"I have the same mentality I always have," Foles said. "I'm always preparing as if I'm going to play. It's no different from that sense. The only difference is that I'm getting more reps in practice."

Perhaps most noteworthy here, Shurmur hinted that Foles may remain the starter even after Vick is cleared to return. Shurmur said Kelly will have a decision to make once Vick can go.

"Coach Kelly will address those questions about who the quarterback is when both of them are healthy. At this point, we'll go with Nick. When Mike's healthy, we'll have that discussion," Shurmur said.

As Profootballtalk.com's Michael David Smith suggested, the fact that they're going to have a discussion indicates that Vick isn't a sure thing to re-take the starting job once he's healthy. Foles has played well in Vick's absence, and if Foles plays well and leads the Eagles to a win over the Cowboys on Sunday, that could be enough to move him ahead of Vick. ...

In a few related notes. ... The league announced Wednesday that Foles played well enough to be named the NFC Offensive Player of the Week. It's the second straight week that an Eagles player has taken home the honors with Foles joining wide receiver DeSean Jackson on the list of winners. ...

Vick was active last Sunday, but that's because tight end James Casey, the emergency quarterback, was out with a groin injury. Rookie Matt Barkley was active for the first time this season and likely would have gone in if Foles had been injured.

Vick was dressed, Kelly said, in case he was needed to finish the game because of injuries to the other quarterbacks.

With Foles at quarterback, Riley Cooper suddenly found ways to get open. Foles found Cooper four times for 120 yards, including a 47-yard touchdown. Foles also threw a 36-yarder to Jackson for a score, debunking the idea that he doesn't have the arm strength for the deep ball.

Foles targeted nine different receivers, completing passes to eight of them.

"He did a really good job," Kelly said. "He ran our offense. He did a really good job of spreading the ball around to different receivers."

The Eagles needed Cooper's play badly.

Jackson was being followed most of the game by Bucs cornerback Darrelle Revis, who's considered one of the top corners in the NFL.

For the most part, Revis stayed with Jackson. The only exception was on Jackson's 12-yard touchdown catch in the second quarter when Jackson cut to the inside and it appeared that Revis was expecting safety help.

Jackson wasn't buying that reasoning.

"He has a job to do, which is cover me, regardless if it's zone or man," Jackson said. "I don't know if he was depending on the safety to be there or not. Whatever the case may be, he still has a job to do, which is not to let me score and I scored."

Jackson's other touchdown came when he was lined up in the slot. Revis stayed with the outside receiver and Jackson beat a safety deep after a play-action fake from Foles.

Other than that, Revis stayed with him as Jackson finished with six catches for 64 yards. That forced Foles to look at alternatives like Cooper. ...

Finally, as ESPN.com's Phil Sheridan pointed out, there turned out to be little substance to the theory that Vick's ability to take off was integral to the success of the Eagles' running game. Defenses may not have to account for Foles, but that didn't prevent McCoy from gaining 116 yards on 25 carries, a 4.6-yard average.

Other notes of interest. ... Tight end Brent Celek had one catch for 10 yards. Problem? To the contrary.

"No," Kelly said. "I think Brent, again, played an outstanding game. If you watch tape and watch how well he blocked -- specifically, you watch the last drive of the game -- I mean, he was just moving people. I really think he's probably been the most underrated or underappreciated (player)."

Kelly has praised the veteran tight end all along for buying completely into the new coach's program, from the conditioning approach to the offensive concepts.

"I know from a coaching standpoint, Brent through six games for us has been fantastic," Kelly said. "A warrior, just doing everything -- really helping in the blocking game, had some key catches on the screen. He's come up with some really big catches during the season, but I thought Brent played another outstanding football game."

Celek's snaps were down, but Kelly said that was because of the heat in Tampa. The plan going in was to rotate players more frequently to keep them fresh.

Zach Ertz played a season-high 42 snaps Sunday, which was only six fewer than Celek. Ertz was targeted a season-high six times and had three receptions.

McCoy's 630 rushing yards and 871 scrimmage yards are the most ever by an Eagle through the first six games of the season.

McCoy had just three fumbles through his first 46 games. He has four in his last 17 after losing the ball early in the first quarter. Darrelle Revis picked up the ball and returned it to the end zone, but after a review it was ruled that Revis was touched before he started running.

The Bucs ended up getting a field goal on the drive after taking over at the Eagles' 40.

Running back Chris Polk left the game with a shoulder injury in the first half. He didn't return, either. 
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QB: Nick Foles, Michael Vick, Matt Barkley 
RB: LeSean McCoy, Bryce Brown, Chris Polk 
WR: DeSean Jackson, Riley Cooper, Jason Avant, Jeff Maehl, Damaris Johnson 
TE: Brent Celek, Zach Ertz, James Casey 
PK: Alex Henery 
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PITTSBURGH STEELERS
As ESPN.com's Scott Brown noted on Monday, the state of the Steelers' running game is abysmal if you go strictly by the numbers.

The Steelers are averaging 3.1 yards per rush and 61.0 rushing yards per game. Only the lowly Jaguars are getting less out of their ground game on a weekly basis.

Felix Jones still leads the Steelers in rushing with 92 yards even though he has eight less carries than rookie Le'Veon Bell (91 rushing yards).

And the last time the Steelers rushed for 100 yards in a game -- as a team, not an individual -- came 11 months ago when the Ravens visited Heinz Field.

The Steelers will try to break a streak of 11 consecutive games of rushing for fewer than 100 yards Sunday when the Ravens return to Heinz Field. As grim as the early results have been there appears to be a growing sense of optimism surrounding the rushing attack.

Start with Bell.

The Steelers' second-round pick in April gives Pittsburgh some much-needed stability at the position and he has the skill set to play every down and also be a factor in the passing game.

True Bell mustered just 34 yards on 16 carries against the Jets, but no one has run against Rex Ryan's defense this season. In addition, it was only Bell's second NFL game, and it showed several times as he appeared to miss cut back lanes created by the Steelers' offensive line.

The former Michigan State star will only get better with experience, and offensive coordinator Todd Haley has enough faith with Bell that he stuck with the running game in the second half.

The Steelers ran the ball 17 times after halftime and threw it just 12 times. Quarterback Ben Roethlisberger wanted to run the ball near the end of the Steelers' first win of the season so the offensive could get a "mindset" of running out a clock.

Bell's longest run was 7 yards. Roethlisberger's was 10.

The Steelers moved the chains once during a final drive in which they ran the ball six consecutive times before punting.

As Brown suggested, it's something to build on, no matter how baby the step.

So is the fact that Roethlisberger's 55-yard touchdown pass to Emmanuel Sanders was set up by a play-action fake to Bell.

Meanwhile, given the dreary state of a Steelers running game that's now celebrating 13 consecutive games without a 100-yard rusher, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette staff writer Gene Collier suggested it's perfectly clear that this offense will go only as far as Antonio Brown and wideout running mate Emmanuel Sanders can carry it.

Brown fell just one catch short Sunday of becoming only the second Steeler (Hines Ward being the other) to catch 10 or more passes in consecutive games, but he had no one to blame but himself because Roethlisberger hit him with an exquisite back-shoulder throw behind Jets' cover ace Antonio Cromartie for a touchdown that Brown dropped at the boundary.

"He's a competitor and I think he has a lot of respect for me," Brown said of Cromartie, who didn't know until Saturday if he'd be healthy enough to play. "It was a great head-to-head battle. They played a lot of man coverage. We had an opportunity to convert some third downs [but converted only 6 of 16]. We did some positive things, but we could still get better in some situations."

As Collier suggested, Brown might do better if he didn't seem so concerned with letting the whole stadium know when he converts a first down, but that's all part of the package.

He was a total handful for New York's respected defense on Sunday, helping Roethlisberger convert third-and-15, third-and-10, both on scoring drives, drawing an interference penalty on Cromartie, even throwing a pass and attempting to throw another as he was the clear cutting edge of the Steelers' still pretty crude offensive weapon.

"All I'm focusing on is preparing myself to be my best every week and helping this team," Brown said. "I think we're going to be improving in the running game too. We just have to stay penalty free."

The Steelers endured a season-high seven penalties, five against a paper-thin offensive line that probably played its best game, but it still couldn't spring Bell for better than 2.1 yards per carry.

That remains the precise strain of system failure that will hang undue responsibility on Sanders and Brown. ...

Other notes of interest. ...The Steelers have been hit hard by injuries this season and they didn't have to wait for the opening kickoff Sunday to get a potentially serious one to their newest offensive lineman.

Levi Brown, acquired two weeks ago in a trade with the Cardinals, injured his right triceps in pregame warm-ups. Brown, who was going to back up both tackles, was hurt in a pass-protection drill shortly before kickoff.

Shortly after kickoff in the first quarter, reserve tight end David Johnson injured his left wrist. He left the game and did not return.

Both players were placed on season-ending IR on Tuesday.

Pittsburgh filled out its roster by signing free agent tight end Richard Gordon and promoted cornerback Isaiah Green to the practice squad and head coach Mike Tomlin didn't rule out the prospect of both players seeing time on Sunday. ...

Roethlisberger registered a quarterback rating over 100 for the 51st time in his career. He is 47-4 when he is over 100. His rating against the Jets was 113.8.

With 30 receptions over the past three games, Brown tied Ward for the most receptions in a three-game span in franchise history. Brown had 11 receptions for 86 yards against the Jets.

Place-kicker Shaun Suisham stayed perfect on the season with field goals of 32, 33, 46 and 48 yards. He is 10 for 10 this season and has made 17 consecutive field goals between 40 and 49 yards.

Rookie receiver Markus Wheaton will be out with his finger injury again this week. ...

And finally. ... Tomlin apparently is running for president of the No Fun League. First he banned games from the Steelers locker room last week and this week he is banning those entertaining end-zone somersault celebrations.

"There will be no more somersault-into-the-end-zone celebrations," Tomlin told reporters on Tuesday. "There is the potential for injury. That simple."

Bell started the trend with a somersault in the team's loss to the Minnesota Vikings in London and Sanders seemed determined to turn the practice into a Steelers tradition when he leapt into the air and somersaulted into the end zone as he scored this past Sunday. 
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QB: Ben Roethlisberger, Bruce Gradkowski, Landry Jones 
RB: Le'Veon Bell, Felix Jones, Jonathan Dwyer, Isaac Redman 
FB: Will Johnson 
WR: Antonio Brown, Emmanuel Sanders, Jerricho Cotchery, Derek Moye, Markus Wheaton 
TE: Heath Miller, David Paulson, Michael Palmer, Matt Spaeth 
PK: Shaun Suisham 
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ST. LOUIS RAMS
The St. Louis Rams stayed confident despite a rough 1-3 start to the season.

Now that they've bounced back to win two in a row, head coach Jeff Fisher says his club's ability to stay on an even keel through the bad beginning played a key role in the turnaround.

"They really never lost their confidence, they just lost games," he said.

The Rams (3-3) used a well-balanced effort to knock off Houston 38-13 on Sunday.

Fisher lauded the play of quarterback Sam Bradford on Monday.

Bradford completed 12 of 16 passes for 117 yards and three touchdowns. His posted a career-best quarterback rating of 134.6.

That came on the heels of another strong effort in a 34-20 win over Jacksonville on Oct. 6. Bradford completed 19 of 34 passes for three touchdowns. He has six TDs and no interceptions over the past two games.

"He's been great, no mistakes," Fisher said. "He's managing the game. He's carrying on."

Bradford came under fire during one-sided losses to Dallas (31-7) and San Francisco (35-11) in Weeks 3 and 4.

The Rams also improved in two of their previously weaker areas. The rushing game was solid after a dismal start to the season.

According to ESPN.com's Nick Wagoner, two weeks into his tenure as the Rams' starting running back, rookie Zac Stacy has proved he should be getting the bulk of the work. Stacy's fearless style allows him to run between the tackles with the type of abandon that moves the chains and allows the Rams to have a much-needed second dimension for the offense.

Stacy finished Sunday with 18 carries for 79 yards and is averaging nearly 4.9 yards on the 32 carries he's had the past two weeks.

Stacy's ability to pick up yards after contact has helped him convert eight first downs over the past two weeks and average a solid 2.42 yards after contact per carry.

Maybe Stacy won't wow anyone with speed or dazzle with moves in the open field, but his straightforward, no-nonsense style is exactly what the Rams need.

St. Louis scored on that key drive to go up 24-6. Stacy, the Rams' fifth-round draft choice from Vanderbilt, helped his club establish its running game with 56 yards on the ground in the opening half.

"The ability to run the football forced the defense to be balanced," Fisher said. "Because we ran the football a little better, it created a lot of opportunities. It was good to see."

The special teams also turned in their finest effort of the season. Rookie free agent Daren Bates scored on an 11-yard fumble recovery to cap off a 14-point third-quarter scoring run.

Rodney McLeod ripped the ball from Keshawn Martin on the kickoff and Bates picked it out of the air and ran in for the score.

The special teams had been whistled for 17 of the Rams' 33 penalties over the first five games, but had just one penalty on Sunday. That came when Greg Zuerlein booted the second-half kickoff out of bounds.

St. Louis will play at Carolina (2-3) on Sunday. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Entering Sunday's game against Houston the Rams had converted 60 percent of their red-zone chances for touchdowns (9-for-15). That ranked ninth in the NFL. Houston ranked 30th defensively, allowing opponents to score touchdowns on 10-of-14 red-zone trips.

Sunday, the Rams built a 17-6 halftime lead and 24-6 lead in the third quarter on the strength of three red-zone touchdowns in three trips. A 2-yard touchdown pass from Bradford to tight end Cory Harkey gave the Rams a 7-0 lead on a six-play, 65-yard drive helped by a 40-yard pass interference penalty.

Early in the second quarter, there was another 2-yard score, this one to tight end Lance Kendricks at the end of a 10-play, 80-yard drive. A 15-yard unnecessary roughness penalty on Texans linebacker Brian Cushing aided that drive.

Finally, another 10-play, 80-yard drive culminated with a 4-yard scoring pass to wide receiver Brian Quick. There were no Houston penalties on that drive with key plays 11- and 34-yard passes to tight end Jared Cook, a 12-yard completion to wide receiver Austin Pettis and a 14-yard run by Stacy.

For the season, the Rams are 12-for-18 scoring touchdowns in the red zone and all 12 have been passes. They moved up to third in the league and Houston dropped to last. Four of the touchdowns have been on third down, with one on fourth down. Bradford has 17 total completions in the red zone, so he has just five completions that weren't touchdowns.

According to the Sports Xchange, in their 18 red-zone trips, the Rams have 12 touchdowns and five field goals. The one miss shouldn't count; it was at the end of the Jacksonville game when they had three kneel downs to end the game starting at the 4-yard line.

Meanwhile, six different players have scored red-zone touchdowns: Pettis (3), Kendricks (3), Cook (2), Austin (2), Harkey (1) and Quick (1). ...

The Rams' game plan, combined with a limited amount of offensive snaps conspired to keep Tavon Austin mostly on the sideline against the Texans. He played three offensive snaps with three more appearances on special teams as he finished with one catch for 3 yards.

As Wagoner explained, the Rams' recent efforts to gear up the running game have kept additional wideouts on the bench in favor of tight ends and Austin's lack of size leaves him as an odd man out when it comes to blocking.

Offensively, the Rams are clearly struggling to find ways to deploy Austin effectively and the shift in offensive gears of late is complicating matters further.

Bradford couldn't think of the last time he threw only 16 passes in a game, not that he had any problem with his workload after a win.

"That's got to be the lowest of my career by far, and I'm perfectly fine with that," Bradford said. "There's no way we only threw it 16 times in college. We were throwing it all over the place. I think that just speaks volume about our run game, the guys up front and our defense. Obviously, I think the score kind of dictated some of the play calling at the end, but I thought we were very efficient in the pass game today and the run game was awesome."

To say Bradford and the Rams were efficient in the pass game against the Texans would qualify as an understatement.

Not much was asked of Bradford, but he certainly over-delivered given the opportunities he had. By any measure of the word, Bradford had a successful outing against Houston, going 12-of-16 for 117 yards and three touchdowns for a passer rating of 134.6.

Making Bradford's performance more impressive was how he handled the variety of blitzes the Texans threw at him. Loosely defined as sending five or more pass rushers, the Texans blitzed eight times. Bradford got off a pass attempt on each of those blitzes and completed the pass every time.

The total damage against the blitz: 8-for-8 and all three of his touchdown tosses, according to ESPN Stats & Information.

Since the start of 2008, Bradford is one of only six quarterbacks to complete at least eight passes against added pressure without an incompletion. He joined Drew Brees, Tom Brady and Brett Favre as the only ones to do it while throwing multiple touchdowns.

The numbers weren't eye-popping, but there's little doubt that Bradford had one of his best games of the season and handled pressure better than any point in his career.

Quick started the game against the Texans instead of Pettis. Quick played 16 of the team's 42 snaps, while Pettis played 26. ...

Running back Isaiah Pead dressed for the game against the Texans, but did not play. ...

Zuerlein connected on a 42-yard field goal against Houston, making him a perfect 9-for-9 on field goals this season. He has 11 straight since the end of the 2012 season. 
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QB: Sam Bradford, Kellen Clemens 
RB: Zac Stacy, Daryl Richardson, Isaiah Pead, Benny Cunningham, Chase Reynolds 
WR: Chris Givens, Austin Pettis, Brian Quick, Tavon Austin, Stedman Bailey 
TE: Jared Cook, Lance Kendricks, Cory Harkey, Mike McNeill 
PK: Greg Zuerlein 
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SAN DIEGO CHARGERS
As the Sports Xchange asked, "Which team is the true San Diego Chargers?"

Good luck figuring that out.

Are they the Chargers who beat the Indianapolis Colts, 19-9, on Monday night?

Or the team that laid an egg in Oakland the previous week?

Let's say they are what they showed on Monday night, and if so, is a bit of a run in the future?

The 3-3 Chargers could be 5-3 in three weeks. After disposing of the favored Colts, they now face the Jaguars. True, the game is in Jacksonville. It's also true the Jaguars haven't won a game yet -- losing all six contests so far by double-digits.

The Chargers get a bye after their Florida visit, and then it's another road trip. But it's one to Washington, and the Redskins are hardly scaring many rivals these days.

But that's all to be determined. What is clear is that a massive rebuilding project which is being directed by new general manager Tom Telesco and head coach Mike McCoy could be ahead of schedule.

"An outstanding team effort," McCoy said about the Colts victory.

Just where the team is in the rebuilding process is the question. The answer, for now, is it stands at 3-3 and has had a shot to win all six games.

That's a long way from where many thought they would be as this new era of Chargers football begins. The mystery is where they are headed.

Philip Rivers was pleased that the team won and it came without him having to throw for 400 yards. The Chargers had balance and leaned on an effective running game.

"It's a mentality to win any style of game," he said. ...

In a related note. ... For the first time since a Dec. 11, 2011, contest against Buffalo when he rushed for 114 yards, running back Ryan Mathews topped the 100-yard mark in a regular-season game. Mathews finished with 102 yards on 22 carries. He said breaking the 100-yard mark still means something.

"You want to reach that peak as often as you can," Mathews said. "I just have to give all the credit to my O-line. They did a great job tonight, just pushing guys out of the way and opening up those holes."

McCoy said his team went into Monday's contest against Indianapolis focused on running the football after finishing with just 36 rushing yards against Oakland last week.

"Everyone took it to heart how we ran the football last week, which was poor, to say the least," McCoy said. "I think we averaged 1.7 [yards] a rush last week. It's unacceptable. The coaches answered the challenge. And we put it out there that we've got to run the football better."

McCoy also addressed a frustrating play for him that occurred at the end of the game -- Mathews' failure to stay in bounds on an outside run with 2:34 remaining in the game.

"I can't repeat what I said on the sidelines yesterday," McCoy said. "But that could have cost us the game, really. When you look at the big picture of things, and running out of bounds, and letting them not have to call a timeout, or letting the clock run down -- whatever their strategy was going to be there -- that's a critical mistake. And we can't have that, because those are things that cost you in a close game like this. And we were fortunate that it worked out all right. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Rivers had a great night, although his numbers weren't eye-popping. The pass protection was decent just one sack although there was some pressure. But the key here is Rivers, and him not turning the ball over.

What he did do was play smart and be satisfied with the underneath completions instead of forcing the other things.

Keenan Allen continues to blossom with his second-straight 100-yard game.

According to ESPN.com's Eric D. Williams, Allen said there's still room for improvement after scorching the Indianapolis Colts' secondary on nine receptions for 107 yards, including a 22-yard reception for a score.

"I'm still a rookie," Allen said, smiling. "But yeah, I'm definitely trying to grow and develop as a player. I'm just taking it all day by day and trying to gain confidence."

With fellow receiver Malcom Floyd on injured reserve with a season-ending neck injury, Allen has stepped in nicely and earned Rivers' trust.

In just six short games, Allen is developing into a No. 1 receiver for the Chargers, someone who can be counted on to create impact plays on a weekly basis.

"We just have to sustain it now," Rivers said. "Sustain the confidence, the trust and the consistency. It may be a four-catch week next week, but his play is going to be key -- being there when his number is called."

Through six games, Allen has made his mark. He's totaled 23 receptions for 332 yards and two touchdowns. Only DeAndre Hopkins (25) and Tavon Austin (24) have more receptions than Allen among rookie receivers, but both of those players were drafted in the first round.

Allen was considered a first-round talent but tumbled down the draft board because of NFL teams' concerns about a posterior cruciate ligament injury he suffered during his final season at Cal.

At 6-2 and 211 pounds, teammates say Allen is faster than he looks. His bigger body helps him create separation against smaller defensive backs. But he also can make defenders miss after the catch, which contributes to his 14.4 yard-per-catch average.

Rivers said Allen's 22-yard touchdown was another confidence-building catch-and-throw between the young receiver and a veteran quarterback. Allen wasn't the primary read on the play, but Rivers saw a way to get the ball to Allen in the back of the end zone, and, fortunately, Allen saw the same thing.

Said Rivers: "Those are the kind of trust-building plays that you have to make. You don't make that play until you make that play. That doesn't come up like that ever in practice. So you don't really know until you throw it -- 'Is he thinking what I'm thinking?' And then when you make it, you're like, ‘All right, check mark on that.' You build confidence that way, by making plays in games like you did today. ..."

Nick Novak converted on four field goals Monday night, and none was more important that his final one from 50 yards which iced the win for the Chargers. "You're only as good as your last kick so I try and get out there and do the job."

Novak was named AFC Special Teams Player of the Week on Wednesday after hitting all four field goals against the Colts.

And finally. ... McCoy did not provide any updates on injured players, other than noting that receiver Eddie Royal will have his toe re-evaluated this week. Royal did not practice Wednesday. 
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QB: Philip Rivers, Charlie Whitehurst, Brad Sorensen 
RB: Ryan Mathews, Danny Woodhead, Ronnie Brown 
FB: LaRon McClain 
WR: Vincent Brown, Keenan Allen, Eddie Royal, Seyi Ajirotutu, Lavelle Hawkins 
TE: Antonio Gates, Ladarius Green, John Phillips 
PK: Nick Novak 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS
As Associated Press sports writer Janie McCauley framed it, "One decisive 18-play drive told the story of San Francisco's successful day on offense. ..."

The 49ers churned out 89 yards and used up 9 1/2 minutes of clock time, from late in the third quarter to just less than seven minutes left. Kendall Hunter's 6-yard touchdown run put his team ahead of Arizona by nine points on the way to a 32-20 victory Sunday.

Vernon Davis produced a career performance with 180 yards receiving and touchdown catches of 61 and 35 yards, while Frank Gore ran for 101 yards in his second 100-yard day this year. Quarterback Colin Kaepernick found his groove again in both the running and passing games, and San Francisco looked its most balanced yet.

"We wanted to win every scorecard, every round," offensive coordinator Greg Roman said. "Then, at the end of the game, we wanted to knock them out. But they are a tough defense. It took 60 minutes to wear them down."

And, for the second straight week, the 49ers' vaunted defense forced four turnovers leading to points. During the Niners' three-game winning streak, they have forced 10 turnovers and turned them into 54 points on nine scoring drives -- including a pick-6 by Tramaine Brock in a 34-3 rout of the Houston Texans on Oct. 6.

Davis declined to accept the game ball for best offensive performer. Davis vowed to give it to "Kapy," as he is now referring to the QB.

"He could bequeath it to somebody else," head coach Jim Harbaugh said. "That's allowed."

Harbaugh credited the offensive line and even the unsung plays, such as wide receiver Anquan Boldin's block as fullback Bruce Miller went up the middle for 3 yards on a fourth-and-1 to sustain the long drive.

"We really start feeling good when we're moving the chains like we were doing and when we're moving the clock down, continue to hold onto the football," Miller said. "But the big thing was finishing with a touchdown to make it a two-score game on them. That was huge for our defense and our team."

The reigning NFC champion Niners now begin a two-week stretch leading into their bye week in which they play at Tennessee on Sunday, then travel to London to face Jacksonville at Wembley Stadium.

They're happy to be on a nice roll again after the first back-to-back losses of third-year coach Harbaugh's tenure against Seattle and Indianapolis in Weeks 2 and 3.

"Pretty much I'll just go with the clothes on my back, my playbook, a toothbrush and a great attitude," Harbaugh said. "And we'll see if we can't encourage the rest of the guys to do the same."

And the 49ers are gearing up to get some much-needed reinforcements in the mix this week.

Wideout Mario Manningham is set to return to practice after beginning the year on the physically unable to perform list for six games.

Manningham made 42 receptions for 449 yards and one touchdown in 12 games and 10 starts last season before injuring his left knee in a loss at Seattle Dec. 23. He underwent reconstructive surgery to repair torn anterior cruciate and posterior cruciate ligaments.

Boldin is eager to see what Manningham can do once back on the field.

"We've seen him the last couple of weeks, out there running around with the trainers. Running routes and stuff," Boldin said. "We're happy to get him back in the fold. Think he brings a lot of that play-making ability to our offense. So we're definitely excited to get him back."

No matter his targets, Kaepernick wants to keep this good thing going with Gore, Davis and Boldin -- and anybody else who can make big plays.

"As long as we come out with a win, that's a good script for me," Kaepernick said. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to San Francisco Chronicle staffer Scott Ostler, Davis is proud of his speed. Last year, he claimed to be just as fast as when he was a rookie. That's not the case now. Now, Davis said Sunday, he thinks he's faster than ever. Even if it's not the case, if Davis believes that, the confidence gives him an advantage.

"I feel like I've gotten faster," he said.

He has evidence. In the previous game, against Houston, Davis scored on a 64-yard pass play, turning the corner and outrunning a safety.

"That's my biggest asset, my speed," he said, adding, "I just feel loose and lean. ... I'm really lean right now, don't have that much fat on my body, and I continue to keep my weight down."

Davis, who's 6-3, came into the league at 250 pounds. But after his third year, he cleaned up his diet and cut his weight to 245, tops. That's not a huge change, but it can make the difference when you're trying to outrun a DB.

Gore carried 25 times Sunday for 101 yards. The 49ers are 27-7 when Gore gets his 100. During the above-mentioned 18-play drive, Gore carried 10 times for 48 yards.

The last eight plays of the drive were runs, five in a row by Gore.

Gore also reminded fans that he has a burst, too, with a 32-yard sprint in the third quarter. ...

As Sacramento Bee staff writer Matthew Barrows noted, Davis had more receiving yards at halftime – 171 – than he has had in any regular-season game in his eight-year career.

But the tight end's big day underscored the team's lack of firepower at wide receiver. Tight ends and running backs accounted for 201 of Kaepernick's 252 passing yards against the Cardinals, and a wide receiver didn't catch a pass until 1:20 remained in the first half.

Asked if that was an issue, Harbaugh said there were other contributors than Davis.

"Well, we targeted some other guys," he said. "Vance [McDonald], Jon Baldwin, Kyle Williams."

Harbaugh also noted that Boldin, who had three catches for 28 yards, made a critical third-down reception on the team's 18-play drive toward the end of the game. McDonald, Baldwin and Williams, however, had one catch apiece. Williams' catch was his first since Week 3.

Because of the lack of productivity at the position, the 49ers have been rumored to be interested in trading for a wide receiver, such as the Browns' Josh Gordon or the Giants' Hakeem Nicks. A team official, however, said no trade was imminent.

In addition to getting Manningham back at practice this week, Michael Crabtree could return next month.

For the record, Kaepernick ranks No. 22 in the NFL with 1,221 passing yards one spot behind Russell Wilson. Gore ranks No. 5 in the NFL with 477 yards rushing. He leads the NFL with seven runs of 20 or more yards. Davis ranks No. 25 in the NFL with 404 yards receiving and fourth among tight needs.

Only Wes Welker and Julius Thomas, both of Denver, have more receiving touchdowns than Davis' six.

Boldin ranks No. 19 in the NFL with 421 yards receiving. 
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QB: Colin Kaepernick, Colt McCoy, John Skelton 
RB: Frank Gore, Kendall Hunter, Anthony Dixon, LaMichael James 
FB: Bruce Miller, Will Tukuafu 
WR: Anquan Boldin, Jon Baldwin, Kyle Williams, Marlon Moore, Chris Harper, Kassim Osgood, Mario Manningham, Michael Crabtree 
TE: Vernon Davis, Vance McDonald, Garrett Celek 
PK: Phil Dawson 
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SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
Pete Carroll understood that from the outside, the Seahawks' win looked pretty ugly.

Whether it was the careless ball security or the Seahawks being unable to pull away until late, there wasn't much aesthetically impressive about Seattle's 20-13 victory over Tennessee on Sunday.

But within the Seahawks' 11th straight home victory, Carroll was encouraged by a better offensive performance and a Seattle defense that didn't allow an offensive touchdown for the second time this season.

"I liked the way it looked from the inside out," Carroll said on Monday.

As Associated Press sports writer Tim Booth noted, the Seahawks improved to 5-1 for the first time since 2003 and finished their out of conference matchups against the AFC South with a 3-1 record.

Russell Wilson threw for 257 yards and ran for another 61, the third time this season he's topped 300 yards combined passing and running.

Until Tennessee's final drive of the game, the Seahawks had limited the Titans to 154 total yards.

Carroll enjoyed analyzing that part of the win.

But it was impossible to ignore Seattle's flaws, and with little time for corrections as the Seahawks travel to Arizona on Thursday night.

The Seahawks put the ball on the ground five times, although they only lost two fumbles. It was the most fumbles in a regular-season game by the Seahawks since the 2000 season.

For the second straight week, Seattle watched a field goal attempt go back the other way for a touchdown, this time due to a fumbled attempt on the last play of the first half with a backup holder and kicker.

While Carroll didn't seem concerned, Wilson continued to put much of the offense on his shoulders, both running and passing.

Seattle offense finally found some rhythm in the second half with 251 total yards and 17 points, but it came after a choppy start.

The finished with 404 yards of offense and averaged 6.1 yards per play, but came up a little short when they moved into the red zone. Still, Wilson was more optimistic about it than Unger.

"I'm not concerned about our offense at all," he said. "Before this week, we had a lot of guys out. We were 2 for 5 in the red zone. But the offense made some big plays when we needed to. After the second or third series, we were really rolling."

Seattle scored touchdowns on just 2 of 5 trips inside the Tennessee 20.

"It's nice to learn while you are winning and I think that's where we are. That's what we're hoping to continue," Carroll said.

"I don't know if we'll be able to reach the levels that we saw late last year where we were scoring points at a huge rate. That was an enormous run that we had. But that's good to expect that and I'd like to see that too.

Game plans were already being handed out on Monday for the quick turnaround and trip to Arizona.

Seattle will play consecutive division games in prime time, facing the Cardinals followed by a Monday night game in St. Louis on Oct. 28, and then not see anyone from the NFC West again until December.

The Seahawks may be without defensive end Chris Clemons against Arizona after he hyperextended his elbow late in the game getting caught in a pile.

X-rays were negative and an MRI on Monday showed Clemons had a "little issue," Carroll said, but that it would not require surgery. It'll be a pain tolerance issue for Clemons if he is to play on Thursday.

The other major question for Seattle is middle linebacker Bobby Wagner after he missed the Titans game with a high ankle sprain suffered a week earlier against Indianapolis.

Carroll said Wagner is making progress in his recovery, but might not be far enough along to go against the Cardinals.

If Wagner can't go, K.J. Wright would move from the outside and start his second straight game at middle linebacker.

Seattle is expecting tight end Zach Miller to practice and play after missing the past two games with a hamstring injury.

Miller was close to being able to go on Sunday, but with the quick turnaround, the Seahawks felt it best to hold him out until Thursday.

He practiced fully on Tuesday. ...

And while wide receiver Percy Harvin is eligible to come off the physically unable to perform list and start practicing, it's not expected to happen this week because of the limited practice time.

"He'll be running and doing a lot of stuff this week," Carroll said. "We won't expect him to play this week, but we'll find out how far along he has come. ..."

Harvin has been rehabbing his hip since having surgery in late July. Initial reports had Harvin out through maybe the end of November, but it appears now he is likely to beat that timetable.

Seattle will have 10 days off after Thursday before playing against the following Monday in St. Louis. As the Sports Xchange suggests, Harvin looms as a large jolt for the Seahawks' offense. They have several receivers who are more role players from Doug Baldwin to Golden Tate but no one with Harvin's game-breaking potential. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Officially, Marshawn Lynch was questionable to play Sunday after sitting out Friday's practice with a sore hip.

Carroll, though, had said not to worry, that Lynch would be just fine.

And as Seattle Times beat man Bob Condotta noted, by the end of Sunday's win, the only question was whether it was Lynch's running or receiving that proved more pivotal in the victory.

Lynch had 21 carries -- his second-highest total of the year -- for 77 yards and two touchdowns while also catching a season-high four receptions for a season-high 78 yards. One of Lynch's touchdowns came on fourth-and-goal from the 1-yard line in the second quarter, the other a 3-yarder to put the game away.

Included in the receiving numbers was a 55-yarder on the first play of the fourth quarter with the score tied at 10 that led to Seattle's go-ahead field goal.

Wilson said the play wasn't really designed for Lynch, though he had reminded Lynch to be ready for the pass as they broke the huddle, just in case.

He said there were three other options, but "everybody was kind of covered and he comes out of the backside and makes a big play for us."

Carroll said there was no real plan to get Lynch more involved in the passing game but "that's just what happened, just what was there today. He's a very good pass receiver and we prepare him to be involved in all the games. ..."

Lynch missed Tuesday's practice due to the same hip issue, but all indications point to him continuing to play through.

"If he's breathing, he's playing," a league source told Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio on Wednesday afternoon.

The backup holder isn't a job that finds itself in the spotlight much.

But it did Sunday when Seattle kicker Steven Hauschka was injured on a kickoff in the second quarter and taken to the locker room for tests to see if he had a concussion. Hauschka passed the tests and eventually returned. But not until backup safety Chris Maragos was the holder on a field-goal attempt by punter Jon Ryan on the final play of the first half. Maragos fumbled the snap, then lost the ball as he tried to get away, and Tennessee returned it 77 yards for a touchdown.

Afterward, Carroll said that if the team needs another holder in the future that the job will likely fall to Wilson.

Wilson, in fact, practiced a few holds before the second half and then reminded reporters later he has worked in the past with Hauschka -- each was on the roster at North Carolina State in 2007. ... 
[image: image56]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 PT  [image: image57]
QB: Russell Wilson, Tarvaris Jackson, B.J. Daniels 
RB: Marshawn Lynch, Robert Turbin, Christine Michael 
FB: Derrick Coleman, Spencer Ware 
WR: Sidney Rice, Golden Tate, Doug Baldwin, Jermaine Kearse, Percy Harvin 
TE: Zach Miller, Luke Willson, Kellen Davis 
PK: Steven Hauschka 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
The losses are mounting and the winless Buccaneers are running out of explanations for why their season has gone sour and what they can to do to turn it around.

A 31-20 loss to the Philadelphia Eagles dropped the Bucs to 0-5, and the team has dropped 10 of 11 dating to last year.

As Associated Press sports writer Fred Goodell noted this week, the offense has struggled to score points, and an improved defense has been unable to protect second-half leads in four of the team's five losses.

Head coach Greg Schiano was jeered as he left the field at Raymond James Stadium. He says he understands fans are frustrated, but remains confident he can get the Bucs headed in the right direction -- soon.

"It doesn't matter if you lose by one or you lose by 21, a loss is a loss," Schiano said Monday.

"But when you say, 'What makes you feel like you're going to win?' it is that we had plenty of opportunities to win every football game we've been in this year and we have found ways to lose them," the second-year coach added. "I am accustomed to being on the team that finds ways to win them. So, I'm not doing my job -- and I've done it before and need to do it again, where we expect it and we go do those little things that allow you to win."

Schiano is 7-14 since leaving Rutgers to take over a team that lost the final 10 games of 2011. The Bucs have spent generously to upgrade talent, bringing in Darrelle Revis and Dashon Goldson on defense and Vincent Jackson and Carl Nicks on offense, but have gotten little for their investment in terms of victories.

Players say it's a time to stick together instead of pointing fingers. And Schiano said the team cannot allow distractions on- and off-the-field to disrupt its focus.

In addition to dealing with a messy split with quarterback Josh Freeman, who was benched and later released, the Bucs have also been coping with three members of the team being diagnosed with MRSA, a staph infection that's difficult to treat because it is resistant to many common antibiotics.

"This is the most competitive sports league in the world and we have to find a way to win," Schiano said.

"Whatever the distractions are, we collectively have to push them to the side," the coach added. "It doesn't mean you don't care about them. It doesn't mean you don't do the things that are needed to be done. But we're here for a reason. To win football games. We need to do that. We haven't, but we're going to."

It won't be easy with a rookie quarterback.

Mike Glennon, a third-round draft pick out of North Carolina State, made his second pro start against Philadelphia. He threw for 273 yards, two touchdowns and one interception, but was unable to generate more than a fourth quarter field goal after halftime.

Tampa Bay has failed to score an offensive touchdown in the third or fourth quarter this season, and have been outscored 48-13 overall in the second half.

Rian Lindell's 27-yard field goal finished a 16-play, 90-yard drive that lasted nearly eight minutes and enabled the Bucs to pull within 21-20 on Sunday.

The defense, however, couldn't do its part to keep it close.

While he remains confident he can get the Bucs turned around, Schiano declined to discuss specifics of the message he gave to players when they gathered Monday.

"My belief, just in general, is to keep it real. This is where we are. This is what we did. Not they or us, we. And this is what we need to do," Schiano said.

"Knute Rockne stuff. There's a time and a place for it, but they're grown men that are busting their guts to win," Schiano added. "They're as disappointed as I am. Our job as coaches is to decipher, look at and then give them constructive feedback, and help them move forward. That's what we're going to do."

It's fair to wonder how much longer Schiano has to turn things around.

As Profootballtalk.com's Michael David Smith wrote on Monday, "Let's put aside the fact that Schiano had a dysfunctional relationship with his starting quarterback, Josh Freeman. And let's not blame the head coach for the MRSA infections that have caused major concerns on the team. And let's just say that stuff like trying to blow up the other team's kneel-down formation is a gray area where reasonable people can disagree about whether it's a legitimate tactic.

"Instead, let's assess Schiano, who is closing in on the midway point of his second season as an NFL head coach, by saying this: His team stinks."

Smith went on to explain the Buccaneers are 0-5 even though Schiano has been handed a roster that has plenty of talent. Jackson is one of the best receivers in the NFL. Doug Martin is one of the most explosive young running backs to enter the league in the last few years. Defensive tackle Gerald McCoy is a beast in the middle of the line. A secondary with veterans Darrelle Revis and Dashon Goldson, plus last year's first-round pick Mark Barron and this year's second-round pick Johnthan Banks, is the envy of almost every coach in the NFL.

You can't say Schiano is losing because his team doesn't have the personnel to win.

What you can say is that Schiano doesn't look like he has any coherent plan in place for molding all that talent into a good football team.

And does Schiano have any plan for his offense? It sure doesn't seem like it when he spends the entire offseason insisting that this is Josh Freeman's team, then benches Freeman after three weeks and cuts him after four.

The old Bill Parcells saying, "You are what your record says you are," is how Schiano deserves to be judged.

And Schiano's record says the Buccaneers have a winless and hapless coach.

Other notes of interest. ... If there was a bright spot for the Buccaneers, it was the improved play of Glennon in his second pro start. Glennon was sacked twice and threw one interception, but that early third-quarter pick comes with an asterisk.

"That's my fault," said wide receiver Tiquan Underwood, who failed to complete his route before Bradley Fletcher intercepted at the Eagles 29-yard line. "I've got to protect my quarterback on that play. He trusted me to come across the field and make that play, so I have to finish. That's on me."

Making his NFL debut before the bye week, Glennon tossed a pair of fourth-quarter interceptions as Arizona rallied for a 13-10 triumph. He used the extra time to study film and work on his timing with Jackson, who caught nine passes Sunday.

"Mike stands in there with great confidence," Jackson said. "He's going to be a great leader for this football team. Just his command of the game is impressive. They gave us a lot of different looks and he made a lot of great decisions."

Glennon displayed an accurate right arm and also scrambled three times for 20 yards. He made some strong throws on the run and generally hit his targets in stride.

"Yeah, I felt more comfortable today," Glennon said. "It kind of reminded me of college, when I made a jump from the first game to the second. I think I will continue to improve as the season progresses."

Rookie tight end Tim Wright, who more than doubled his total with seven catches Sunday, noticed the growth spurt.

"He's a very poised quarterback," Wright said. "He does a great job of leading the guys in the huddle and keeping everyone calm."

Tampa Bay's passing game had to overcome the absence of No. 2 receiver Mike Williams, who tweaked a sore hamstring during the week and didn't dress.

Williams is expected to return to the lineup Sunday against Atlanta. He was on the practice field Wednesday.

Return man/running back Jeff Demps (groin) did not practice Wednesday and the Bucs signed receiver/return man Skye Dawson off their practice squad.

Meanwhile, as Tampa Tribune staffer Ira Kaufman suggested, barring injury, Glennon figures to have 11 more games to show a reeling organization whether he is Tampa Bay's quarterback moving forward.

Sunday's matchup was a positive step in that quest. ...

Targeted 14 times by Glennon, Jackson caught nine balls for 114 yards and two TDs. It was the 21st 100-yard game of Jackson's career and his seventh with more than one scoring reception. ...

Where did Wright come from? The same place as Schiano -- Rutgers. Wright, who came to camp as a wide receiver, ended up being converted to tight end.

"We had some tight ends go down," Wright said. "I had to step up and do what I had to do. I had to use my ability, what I came here for and just go out there and execute my job."

The Bucs lost tight ends Luke Stocker and Nate Byham to season-ending injuries. They also were without Tom Crabtree for the first four games.

Crabtree returned against Philadelphia. But it appears Wright has locked up a spot in the rotation.

Receiver Eric Page is seventh in the NFL in punt returns. ...

And finally. ... Nicks had surgery Tuesday night in the latest attempt to rid him of an MRSA infection in his foot.

Schiano said the surgery came after Nicks got a second opinion by an out-of-town doctor. Schiano said he didn't have a timetable in place for Nicks to return.

Nicks, who first was diagnosed with MRSA in the preseason, missed the first two games of the season but returned to play in the third and fourth games.

Last week, Nicks was diagnosed with a recurrence of the infection, which is resistant to some types of antibiotics. 
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QB: Mike Glennon, Dan Orlovsky 
RB: Doug Martin, Brian Leonard, Mike James, Jeff Demps 
FB: Erik Lorig, Spencer Larsen 
WR: Vincent Jackson, Mike Williams, Tiquan Underwood, Chris Owusu, Russell Shepard, Eric Page, Skye Dawson 
TE: Tom Crabtree, Tim Wright 
PK: Rian Lindell 
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TENNESSEE TITANS
As ESPN.com's Paul Kuharsky reminded readers this week, Chris Johnson negotiated a big contract by selling himself as a playmaker who transcends his position. Six games into the 2013 season, the running back is averaging 3.1 yards per carry.

Johnson isn't finding space to run, isn't making people miss and isn't breaking off the sort of big plays the team needs from him.

The Titans aren't even relying on the home run coming. They are just looking for a better batting average.

"We can't bank on the big run coming, we haven't had one yet in CJ terms, what that is," head coach Mike Munchak said. "We're more concerned with the efficient runs."

"Like I said after the Pittsburgh game or when we were 3-1 we were getting efficient runs on third-and-1, fourth-and-1, plays like that. So you could like with that we were getting 3 yards 4 yards, we didn't mind that because we were being efficient. We were staying on the field, we were controlling the game, all those things were to our advantage.

"Now the last two weeks that hasn't happened. We got stopped on third-and-1, we got stopped on fourth-and-1 at the goal line, that's the part that's hard to take. We're not staying on the field, and in turn, we're not getting to wear the defense down at all. So they're fresh coming out every time."

But facing a fresh defense isn't the biggest problems for the Titans offense.

As Kuharsky noted, we keep hitting the same thing, but six games into a season featuring a revamped offensive line, the Titans are hardly winning up front as regularly and as big as they expected when they added free agent left guard Andy Levitre, drafted right guard Chance Warmack in the first round and sawRob Turner win the starting center job in camp.

In their last three games, the Titans have run for 78, 105 and 66 yards. Take out the quarterback runs and Tennessee has averaged 2.7 yards a carry over those three games.

"We're working, we'll say that," Johnson said when asked about running lanes. "We're working."

Even while not running effectively, defenses have not backed off of the Titans.

"They still respect the run game, you'd think they wouldn't, you think they'd say, ‘Hey, let's play two-high (safeties) and not have eight guys in the box,'" Munchak said. "But that's not how it is. So if we put three receivers out there, they stay in their base defense because they figure that's our lifeline. If we get the running game going, all sorts of doors open. I'd do the same thing personally."

But if the run game can't open the doors, the Titans need to be ready, willing and able to bust them down with passes, even if they include a large dose of screens, short stuff and check downs.

A short pass that gets the Titans to second-and-4 or second-and-2 amounts to a run, Munchak said. So how about turning to more of those?

With different guys taking turns missing the defender who winds up making the tackle, they need to at least create enough push where Johnson will have room to run away from that tackler.

Shonn Greene, out since the opener with a knee injury, is better suited for a lot of the interior runs Dowell Loggains has kept calling to no avail. Greene stepped up football work Wednesday and has a chance to play. He may be able to help.

Whoever is or isn't ready to carry the ball, don't expect the Titans to stray from their commitment to run. It's what they're built for, and especially with backup quarterback Ryan Fitzpatrick at the helm, they can't simply turn into a pass-first team.

Even with Jake Locker in the lineup, Tennessee's passing game is built around having a real run threat.

They have to fight to challenge defenses that way.

"You have to beat down some of these guys," Munchak said. "You're not just going to get a big run. You have to earn it. And we're not earning it."

In a related note. ...The last two Mondays, Munchak has declared Locker out.

He stopped short of that in his news conference the day after a loss in Seattle dropped the Titans to 3-3.

"I think there's always a chance," Munchak said of Locker. "I don't think we're going to sit here [and say no] like in the first two weeks when we knew he wasn't allowed to do football activities where you rule him out. We're not going to rule him out until ... Again, it's a process. The odds aren't great by any means, but I think as you start to move forward in your rehab you just wait and see how it works out."

Locker will transition to football activities this week as he continues to recover from a sprained right hip and a sprained right knee suffered Sept. 29 against the New York Jets.

"I think the rest part and the light stuff is over and now he can get more into real football stuff," Munchak said. "It's a matter of seeing how quickly he progresses without pain."

Locker did indeed join the rest of the Titans at practice Wednesday. John Glennon of the Nashville Tennessean reports that Locker was wearing a brace on his knee and that he was moving with a noticeable limp while taking snaps and throwing.

The rest of the week will provide more of a picture of how far along Locker is, but a return to practice this week bodes well for a post-bye return if nothing else.

In the meantime, the most likely scenario is that Fitzpatrick starts his third consecutive game and the Titans move forward hoping to have Locker back for their Nov. 3 game in St. Louis following the bye week.

"I mean, [Locker's] got a lot to prove before he could come out and be our quarterback," Munchak said. "He'd have to come out here and ... practice Wednesday, Thursday, and he'd have to be out there."

Other notes of interest. ... According to Tennessean staff writer Jim Wyatt, Kenny Britt was a spectator against the Seahawks until the fourth quarter.

With receivers rotating in and out of the lineup during a 20-13 loss, Britt stood on the sideline. By his count, he played only two snaps.

"Was it tough to take? Well, I am a competitive guy, and I always want to compete. So yeah, it was kind of tough," Britt said. "I just have to be ready when my number is called."

Britt, who caught the only pass thrown in his direction -- a 7-yard reception with 4:42 left -- said he wouldn't sulk.

"Me, I never give up on myself. I guess they did, I am not too sure," he said. "But I am going to work as hard as I have since Day 1. I am going to come back and work as hard as I can until my last day here."

Munchak said last week that Britt's snaps probably would be reduced after his rocky start to the season. The fifth-year pro failed to haul in three catchable balls in a loss to the Chiefs, and had drops in other games as well.

"I think it's a message we have to perform when we play, for anybody," Munchak said. "If you are not producing with the ball coming your way, it doesn't matter who you are. … We have to find the right mix of guys to win."

So are the Titans limiting Britt's snaps because they're trying to keep him healthy for a possible trade? Right now, that's not the case.

The Titans have talked to interested teams in recent weeks about a trade involving Britt but nothing is imminent, according to sources familiar with the situation.

One report on Sunday indicated the Titans have been attempting to get a third-round pick or a combination of third-round picks for Britt, but sources indicated the report was incorrect.

The NFL trade deadline is Oct. 22.

Britt, who has seven catches for 59 yards on the season, is in the final year of his contract.

"I know what type of player I am and I know what I can do on the field. I am not going to get down on myself because a couple of games didn't go my way," Britt said. "I know I can come back at any time. I just need to go out there and prove it, and I just need a chance to prove it. ..."

As the Sports Xchange noted this week, while Delanie Walker gets an occasional pass thrown his way, the Titans' other two tight ends -- Craig Stevens and Taylor Thompson -- might as well change their 80s-numbered jerseys for ones in the 70s. Neither has caught a pass this season and have had just one pass thrown to them.

"We've run a lot of three-wide (in passing situations) and we've had Delanie in those situations. It's something where we need to get them more involved," Munchak said. ...

One last note here. ... Jackie Battle, who entered the game listed as probable, reinjured his neck Sunday and did not have any carries in the game. Battle should be available this week, but will slide down the depth chart if Greene returns. 
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QB: Ryan Fitzpatrick, Rusty Smith, Jake Locker 
RB: Chris Johnson, Shonn Greene, Jackie Battle, Darius Reynaud 
FB: Collin Mooney 
WR: Nate Washington, Kendall Wright, Damian Williams, Justin Hunter, Kenny Britt, Michael Preston 
TE: Delanie Walker, Craig Stevens, Taylor Thompson 
PK: Rob Bironas 
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WASHINGTON REDSKINS
They gave up a punt return for a touchdown. They gave up a 90-yard kickoff return, setting up another touchdown. The coach trying to run special teams for first time in his career got in the way of an official and drew a 15-yard penalty. The coverage and return units are ranked at or near the bottom in every major category.

The Redskins have arguably the worst special teams in the NFL, but head coach Mike Shanahan is standing by his staff. He blames the struggles on the departure of the Pro Bowl player who signed elsewhere as a free agent in March.

"Lorenzo Alexander's not going to show up," Shanahan said Monday, "so somebody's got to take control of those special teams, and one guy's got to define himself, or two guys have got to define themselves. ... We're still looking for that guy."

The Redskins have lots to fix if they're going to climb their way back from 1-4.

They haven't played anything close to a complete game this season, and Sunday's 31-16 loss to the Dallas Cowboys was a glass that was one-third full: The defense played by far its best game of the year, while the offense repeatedly sputtered in the red zone and the special teams were a constant calamity.

As Associated Press sports writer Joseph White suggested, there's always hope for the offense as long as Robert Griffin III is the quarterback, but the special teams lost its two charismatic leaders in the offseason. Well-respected special teams coach Danny Smith was allowed to leave after nine seasons -- he joined the staff of the Pittsburgh Steelers -- and Alexander cashed in on his 2012 Pro Bowl appearance to sign with the Arizona Cardinals.

In Smith's place, Shanahan brought in a loyal face. Keith Burns spent the previous six seasons as the assistant special teams coach of the Denver Broncos. He was also a standout special teams player for 10 years under Shanahan in Denver.

So far, the results aren't there.

The Redskins rank 27th in punt return average (4.8 yards) and 30th kickoff return average (19.3). They're last in punt coverage (19.1) and 28th in kickoff coverage (26.4). Punter Sav Rocca is last in punting average, both gross (41.8) and net (33.7).

Burns was also flagged 15 yards for unsportsmanlike conduct when he strayed too far from the bench and into an official's path during the punt return touchdown.

"I think Keith Burns is a very excellent football coach, very capable," Shanahan said. "And to get to this level, to be in charge of something, it takes a lot of years of work to be put into this position, and I feel very confident that he'll get the job done even though we've started out a little bit rough."

To be fair, Burns has had to juggle his personnel. Return man Richard Crawford was lost for the year when he hurt his knee in a preseason game, and rookie Chris Thompson didn't prove to be an adequate replacement. Against the Cowboys, the Redskins turned to Josh Morgan, who returned a punt for the first time in his NFL career.

Also on Sunday, Washington lost two more special teams players for the season. Linebacker Bryan Kehl torn his left ACL when his knee buckled while covering the punt return touchdown in the second quarter, and long snapper Nick Sundberg tore the meniscus in his right knee while covering a punt return in the third quarter. Also, rookie cornerback David Amerson suffered a concussion on the 90-yard kickoff return.

The Redskins signed free-agent linebacker Josh Hull and long snapper Kyle Nelson on Tuesday.

Meanwhile, it's getting late awfully early in Year 2 for last season's record-setting Offensive Rookie of the Year.

Griffin needed just 204 passes to match the five INTs he threw last year in 393 attempts. He overthrew several passes against a previously struggling Cowboys secondary.

According to ESPN.com's John Keim, Griffin regressed during the game from a passing standpoint. He completed 9-of-21 passes for only 112 yards in the second half, looking off-target on too many throws. The interception in the end zone wasn't just on him, as receiver Santana Moss slipped and fell after the ball had been thrown. Griffin was under duress often and it possibly affected his accuracy.

Regardless, Griffin's passer rating got worse with each quarter, starting with a 111.5 rating in the first and finishing with a 25.0 in the fourth.

If the team is going to struggle in other aspects of the game -- like special teams, Griffin needs to be on point. ...

Worth noting, Washington Post staff writer Mark Maske reports that Griffin went through pregame warmups Sunday without his brace on his surgically repaired right knee.

"I've been comfortable all season not to wear the brace," Griffin said after game. "I did not wear it in warmup today. I made that decision. They're going to continue to make me wear it the rest of the year [during games]. But any time I can take it off, I will."

Griffin had his best running game of the season but said it wasn't necessarily by design.

"I just think we had the opportunity and we took advantage of it," he said.

Griffin also drew two personal fouls by the Cowboys for late hits on the sideline.

"Some guys in this league are gonna do that," Griffin said. "They kind of view that hit on the [quarterback] as worth the 15 yards. I don't think by any means that either hit was dirty. They were trying to play through the sideline instead of to the sideline. They got penalized for it. For me, I just can't really listen to all this stuff. You get out of bounds when you can, slide when you can. But when you're out there playing, be the playmaker that you are."

Griffin had his best day on the ground since he first injured his right knee in Week 14 of 2012, rushing nine times for 77 yards, including a 26-yard dash.

Griffin posted his fourth career game with at least 200 passing yards and 75 rushing yards, just two shy of the NFL record held by Philadelphia's Michael Vick and the retired Randall Cunningham. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Alfred Morris had rumbled through the Cowboys for 200 yards and three TDs on 33 carries when the teams had last met in Week 17 of 2012. Sunday night, the record-setting rookie of last year managed just 27 yards on 13 carries until he finally broke free for a 45-yard TD late in the third quarter en route to finishing with 81 yards on 16 attempts.

The 45-yard TD run was a career-long.

Roy Helu ran six times for 42 yards. Fullback Darrel Young carried once for 10 yards.

Pierre Garcon was targeted 15 times but caught six passes for 69 yards. Rookie tight end Jordan Reed was next with four catches for 58 yards.

As the Sports Xchange asked, does former top tight end Fred Davis still play for Washington?

Moss went over 7,500 receiving yards as a Redskin, joining Hall of Famers Art Monk and Charley Taylor and the retired Gary Clark as the only players to do so.

Kai Forbath tied a career-high with three field goals. 
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QB: Robert Griffin, Kirk Cousins, Rex Grossman, Pat White 
RB: Alfred Morris, Roy Helu, Evan Royster, Chris Thompson 
FB: Darrel Young 
WR: Pierre Garcon, Leonard Hankerson, Josh Morgan, Santana Moss, Aldrick Robinson 
TE: Fred Davis, Jordan Reed, Logan Paulsen, Niles Paul 
PK: Kai Forbath 
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