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ARIZONA CARDINALS
As Arizona Republic staff writer Kent Somers framed it, "Before Sunday, it's hard to imagine the words 'explosive' and Cardinals offense being used in the same sentence unless someone was advocating the group's demolition.

"But the adjective fit on Sunday against the Falcons."

This after the Cardinals used a handful of explosive offensive plays in the first half and a suffocating defense throughout to win 27-13.

The victory evened the Cardinals record at 4-4 at the season's midway point, and was a nice parting gift as they enter their off week.

"Lot of things would have been said had we lost this game," head coach Bruce Arians said.

For most of the previous two months of Sundays (and one Thursday evening game), the Cardinals struggled to move the ball.

They had no such problem in the first half on Sunday.

A 51-yard pass from Carson Palmer to receiver Teddy Williams, who was signed last week, set up the first of three touchdowns in the first half.

Running back Andre Ellington, starting in place of the injured Rashard Mendenhall, took care of the second one. He took a handoff up the middle, slid to the outside and ran 80 yards for the score.

A rookie, Ellington rushed for 154 yards on 15 carries, and the Cardinals finished with 201 yards rushing.

"You can't say enough about the young players who stepped up today," Arians said.

Williams ran track in college and didn't play football. In the NFL, he's bounced between playing receiver and cornerback. He was signed to be a gunner on special teams first and foremost.

Williams caught one pass from Palmer in practice this week, on Wednesday, and like the one he caught on Sunday, it was underthrown. Williams told Palmer he could throw it 15 or so yards deeper.

"After the play (Sunday) I came back to the sideline and I said, ‘Good throw,'" Williams said. "And he was like, ‘No it wasn't. Your ass was waiting for it.'"

When the ball was in the air, no one was more nervous than Arians.

"I was holding my breath," Arians said. "I know he was holding his. I knew he (Williams) could run; I didn't know if he could catch."

The reception set up a touchdown pass to Larry Fitzgerald that gave the Cardinals a 7-3 lead early in the second quarter.

On the next possession, Ellington electrified the crowd with his touchdown run. Center Lyle Sendlein and guard Daryn Colledge stayed with their blocks, and Fitzgerald and receiver Michael Floyd picked off a couple of more defenders.

"It started with the guys up front," Ellington said. "The receivers made blocks downfield. I was able to get around the corner and score."

Arians believes his team poured the foundation for the win last Monday "when I asked the team to come out in pads and we had a training-camp practice." The padded practice was more of an order than a request, but the Cardinals didn't balk, even though that kind of practice is unusual at midseason.

Arians credited the veterans for buying into participating in two full-pad practices last week. It wasn't that hard of a sales job.

"When you're 3-4, I don't care who you are, if you are trying to win you are going to do it," said Abraham, in his 14th season. "It would be different if you were like 7-1 or something."

The Cardinals defense has played well enough for the team to be better than 4-4, and Sunday was among its better performances this season.

The offense didn't have to do much in the second half, and didn't. Interceptions resulted in the Cardinals taking possession at the Atlanta 22- and 40-yard lines, but they were held to a field goal each time.

"We talk about it every week in our offensive meetings, about explosive plays," said Fitzgerald, who caught the 800th pass of his career in the second half.

"We were able to have a few of those today. We left a couple on the field, but still, it's more than we had last week. That's a step in the right direction. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Ellington paired with fellow rookie Stepfan Taylor on Sunday for 29 carries, and the two provided a dimension to the offense the Cardinals had not seen this season. By gaining yards and points on the ground, Arizona forced the Falcons to honor the run, which meant they couldn't send seven or eight guys per play on a pass rush.

That allowed Palmer to throw for 172 yards on an efficient 13-for-18 passing day.

The way Ellington played and how Taylor complemented him leaves Arians in a tough position come Nov. 10 against Houston. Does Ellington remain the starter after kick-starting the offense? Or does Arians hand the keys back to Mendenhall when the veteran is healthy?

"We'll look and evaluate how everything goes and how he responds to the treatment," Arians said. "He'll play when he's 100 percent healthy. ..."

Neither Mendenhall nor Fitzgerald (hamstring) practiced Wednesday. ...

The coach reiterated that Ellington would get the touches they had planned for him to get (he had 17 Sunday on 33 snaps, and that's about what the Cardinals would like to do each week) and that if Mendenhall plays, he would take the work back from Taylor.

But Arians also said he'd like to increase Ellington's touches, although that might come through pass receptions to get Ellington in space. Offensive coordinator Harold Goodwin said he personally thinks Ellington is smart enough to be able to handle a lot of carries, but reiterated he doesn't want Ellington to get beat up. ...

Worth noting. ... Ellington's 7.74 yards per rush is tops in the NFL for anyone with at least 40 carries. His 80 yard touchdown run is tied for the third longest in franchise history. Ellington, who gained 154 yards, is the first Cardinals back to gain at least 100 yards since LaRod Stephens-Howling did it a year ago against the Falcons.

Michael Floyd has had at least three receptions in all eight games this season. He is one of nine NFL players to do that so far in 2013. ...

Jay Feely has made 13 consecutive field goal attempts. ...

Arians made it clear that Williams wasn't signed to be a threat at receiver. Arizona has plenty of those. Williams was signed as a gunner to complement Justin Bethel, but Arians likes to take advantage of speed when he has it. Thus, the Cardinals implemented a play for Williams to take the top off Atlanta's defense.

According to ESPN.com's Josh Weinfuss, Fitzgerald might've said he's fine, but the veteran wideout's hamstring hasn't been at 100 percent for a while and it showed again Sunday. He had 48 yards and a touchdown on four catches. Arians said Fitzgerald played a solid game. But Fitz can't wait for the bye.

"I'm glad we're going into the bye to get some time to really get after it and nip it in the bud and have smooth sailing for the next eight games," Fitzgerald said. "That would be ideal for me. ..."

Despite reports Sunday that the Cardinals could trade Fitzgerald after the season, the team wants the seven-time Pro Bowler to finish his career in the desert.

General manager Steve Keim addressed the reports regarding Fitzgerald during a radio interview Monday with Arizona Sports 620.

"I can tell you two things, and I want to make this clear and simple -- I have not had one conversation with another NFL team regarding a trade with Larry Fitzgerald," Keim told the radio station.

"Number two, starting with [Cardinals president] Michael Bidwill on down, it is our intent for Larry Fitzgerald to retire a Cardinal. Period. If there is any gray area there, let me know, and we can get that out."

Fitzgerald's contract is the looming issue. Next season his salary-cap hit will increase to $18 million while he earns $13 million. He is under contract until 2017, and his cap hit increases again in 2015 to $21.25 million, then drops to $18.25 million in 2016 and $15 million in 2017.

The Cardinals gave Fitzgerald an extension worth $120 million in 2011.

Keim said he's looking at Arizona's future with a three-year view in terms of contracts and cap room.

"Regardless of the situation, we have accounted for Larry's deal moving forward," Keim said. "Anything else that's done is something we will have to look at and continue to talk through. But Larry Fitzgerald is a Cardinal and will remain a Cardinal."

ESPN's Adam Schefter reported on Sunday that the Cardinals are open to trading Fitzgerald in the offseason.

Keim did not dismiss the idea of listening to potential trades if teams inquired about Fitzgerald, according to reports.

After the game, Fitzgerald addressed the trade rumors, which included the possibility of him being sent to another team before Tuesday's trade deadline.

"I come to work every day and just focus on how I can help the Arizona Cardinals and help my team win," Fitzgerald said. "If they decide to move me, that happens. I have no control over any of that. I just focus on what I can do to improve and help my team. ..." 
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The Cardinals are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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ATLANTA FALCONS
In a column published Monday, Atlanta Journal-Constitution staffer Mark Bradley wrote, "Not to get all alarmist on you, but Sunday was how the rest of the Atlanta Falcons' season stands to look. Meaning, duh, grim."

Bradley went on to explain the Falcons had one great strength: They could throw and catch. They've lost their best receiver for the duration and their second-best wideout has two bad legs and their All-Pro tight end is being double-covered like no tight end in the history of the sport.

Which makes it a much lesser strength.

Matt Ryan threw 61 passes against Arizona to no effect -- "Except," Bradley noted, "a deleterious one: Four were intercepted."

The Falcons managed one touchdown, that coming when they trailed 27-6.

Steven Jackson returned, but not so you'd notice. (He gained six yards.)

"It was tough sledding today," Jackson told ESPN.com's Vaughn McClure after the game. "The Arizona defense came out there and did a really good job against the run. Definitely not the production that I wanted to see out of myself."

The Falcons finished with 27 yards on 14 carries a week after picking up just 18 yards on 18 carries against Tampa Bay. On Sunday, Ryan had the longest rush with a 13-yard pickup.

Jackson, who had no issues with his hamstring, was targeted five times in the passing game and picked up 7 yards on three catches. He missed an opportunity to haul in a touchdown pass thanks to solid defense by former Falcon John Abraham.

The Cardinals boasted the league's seventh-best run defense coming into the game. Run blitzes helped keep Jackson and crew in check.

"They're a really good defense and they have Pro Bowlers on that side of the ball as well," Jackson said. "We have familiarity as well; myself and that defense. They did a really good job. Hats off to them. Kudos."

No kudos, however, for fantasy owners who took a shot on S-Jax in his return.

Meanwhile, Ryan was sacked four times.

As he hobbled around the locker room with his lower right leg heavily wrapped after Sunday's loss, Ryan managed to remain upbeat. But McClure believes it's fair to wonder how much more punishment he'll be able to endure the remainder of this season.

The physical beating the reigning NFC Offensive Player of the Week took while attempting a career-high 61 passes was evident from the distraught look on his face in the fourth quarter, right after he got smacked by Cardinals defensive tackle Frostee Rucker.

Ryan threw a season-high four interceptions -- all in the second half -- was sacked four times, and posted an awful quarterback rating of 47.2 just a week after posting a career-best mark of 148.4 Ryan had a career-high five interceptions in a win over Arizona last season.

The Cardinals were credited for 11 quarterback hits Sunday, which would explain why Ryan seemed so gimpy afterward.

Asked if the offensive line took those stats personally, left tackle Lamar Holmes responded, "You've got to. Once we go back and watch the film, we need to see just exactly what happened. We just have to come to practice and work on things that seem to break down."

The QB downplayed his lines shortcomings.

"I feel good," Ryan maintained. "Knock on wood. My body's holding up, feeling good. So, I'm OK."

The issues in the passing attack raise an interesting point. As Bradley put it: "Not to put a fine a point on it, but the loss of Julio Jones has brought to light the flaw in Thomas Dimitroff's design. The general manager built a sleek and stylish team, which is the way of the contemporary NFL, but when the finesse went away there seems not much left.

"Except for Ryan, and he can't win every game by himself. ..."

And once again, red zone failures came back to bite the Falcons. They settled for two early Matt Bryant field goals despite driving to the Cardinals' 6-yard line on one possession and to their 13 on another.

"Certainly it's a different ball game if the two opportunities early in the game where we had come away with field goals and, also, the one where we had to punt, we were in field-goal range and I took a sack," Ryan said. "Those things come back to haunt, and it certainly came back to haunt us today."

Head coach Mike Smith was asked about Ryan having to take such abuse, regardless of the circumstances.

"He was under duress," Smith said. "We have to do a much better job in keeping the quarterback clean. We did not accomplish that today. It was a tough day."

Indeed it was.

While the outlook for the season looks bleak now, the Falcons still have to find a way to get Jackson involved moving forward. He signed a three-year, $12 million deal after coming over from the St. Louis Rams. The injury set him back several weeks. Jackson just returned to practice last week and didn't take a full load of reps until week's end.

With Ryan taking his lumps while dropping back to pass, it only emphasizes the need for Jackson to be effective in the running game.

"We need to get the balance going, period," Jackson said. "We need to be able to run the ball. We need to be able to convert on third down. We need to be able to do a lot of things better than what we did today."

Up next, the Falcons have their second consecutive road trip, with a matchup against Cam Newton and the Panthers next Sunday.

Other notes of interest. ... Tony Gonzalez, who is in his 17th year, was held to three catches for 26 yards. They put two players on Gonzalez and shielded him like he was a punt-team gunner. "I've never seen it done to anybody else, Gonzalez said. "I've never seen it done."

Gonzalez extended his streak of games with a reception to 202. Gonzalez's 202-game stretch is the longest active streak in the NFL and the second longest in NFL history. ...

Harry Douglas had a career-high 12 catches for 121 yards. Drew Davis caught five passes for 77 yards. Darius Johnson had four catches for 40 yards.

The Falcons are playing with wide receivers Roddy White and Jones out of the lineup.

Douglas was targeted a game-high 18 times.

Sunday marked Douglas' third career 100-yard game and the first time he has tallied 100-yards in back-to-back games in his NFL career. This season, Douglas has posted three games with 90-or-more receiving yards.

Douglas also leads the team with 38 receptions and 489 receiving yards. He is averaging 14.0 yards per catch and has added one touchdown.

Through seven games, Douglas is on pace to shatter his career-highs of 39 catches and 498 yards. He has logged over 300 receiving yards for the fourth time in his career and eclipsed the 30 reception mark for the third time. ...

Smith would not commit to White returning to practice this week, but White appears to be making progress coming off hamstring and ankle injuries.

White had his streak of 133 consecutive games snapped two weeks ago against Tampa Bay, then missed Sunday's loss at Arizona. He was spotted on the practice field last week but was not in practice gear.

"Roddy's going to continue to work," Smith said. "He started running outside with the trainers last week, so he was out of the training room and out on the field. We certainly hope that he will continue to progress. And again, it will be up to the doctors in terms of them making the decision on when he'll be able to return to play."

Stay tuned for more on White, who did not practice Wednesday, and Jason Snelling (ankle), who missed last week's game and was also absent Wednesday; I'll have more on his status via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

One last note here. ... Gonzalez made clear on Monday his desire to be traded to a contender. General manager Thomas Dimitroff has explained why none of his players were traded.

"We are confident in our roster and our football team," Dimitroff told D. Orlando Ledbetter of the Journal-Constitution. "We are all aware that we have not gotten the results that we want so far, but I believe in our coaches and players."

As Profootballtalk.com suggested, trading Gonzalez easily could have been viewed by the players left behind as a sign that Dimitroff doesn't believe in their ability to reverse a 2-5 start and battle for a playoff berth.

"We owe it to our owner, our fans, our coaches and our players to win as many games as possible, and we believe that we have the pieces to be a good football team," Dimitroff said. "We know we have dug ourselves a hole, but together we can dig ourselves out and that is what we are focused on." 
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QB: Matt Ryan, Dominique Davis 
RB: Steven Jackson, Jacquizz Rodgers, Antone Smith, Josh Vaughn, Jason Snelling 
FB: Jason Snelling 
WR: Roddy White, Harry Douglas, Drew Davis, Darius Johnson, Kevin Cone, Brian Robiskie 
TE: Tony Gonzalez, Levine Toilolo, Chase Coffman 
PK: Matt Bryant 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS
As ESPN.com's Jamison Hensley notes, the Ravens have been confident in saying they would use the extra time during the bye week to improve. Their track record says they will, or at least immediately following an extended break.

Since 2002, Baltimore is 10-1 after byes, which is the best mark in the NFL. The Ravens are a perfect 5-0 after byes under head coach John Harbaugh and have been impressive in doing so.

Baltimore has won all five of those games by double digits, including a 25-15 win at Cleveland last season. Under Harbaugh, the Ravens' average margin of victory following the week-long break has been 16.4 points.

A common theme in the Ravens' success after byes has been running back Ray Rice. Since being named the team's featured back in 2009, Rice has produced 91.5 yards rushing in the game following the bye. He has scored two touchdowns in those four games. In last season's win at Cleveland, Rice ran for 98 yards and a touchdown.

As fantasy owners know all too well, Rice has been among the Ravens' biggest disappointments this season. He is averaging 2.8 yards per carry and is on pace to finish with 553 yards rushing.

A hip injury in Week 2 slowed Rice earlier this season, but the three-time Pro Bowl runner believes he's now at full strength. The bye week certainly gave him more time to rest up for the second half of the season.

"I got my step back," Rice said after he gained 45 yards in an Oct. 20 loss at the Steelers, the last time he spoke to reporters before the bye. "That's exciting for me going into the second half of the year. I get a bye week, came out with no injuries, and my legs are feeling a lot better. I'm looking forward to doing some damage."

According to Carroll County Times staffer Matt Zenitz, it's impossible to quantify how much Rice has been limited by the strained hip flexor. He only missed one game. But especially prior to the game against the Steelers, he clearly wasn't the same explosive, elusive and dynamic player that he has been for Baltimore the past several years.

"Ray did some nice things in the game," offensive coordinator Jim Caldwell said. "When he tells you he feels better, obviously you have to go by that. From what we've seen on film, I would agree with him. He's moving in the right direction, feeling good about where he is, and his words can tell you a little bit better than I could, but I see Ray just getting better and better as time goes."

Baltimore was having problems running the ball even prior to Rice getting hurt and has continued to have issues in the month-plus since.

The offensive line is to blame for much of the problems, but Rice and Bernard Pierce being less than 100 percent healthy has likely contributed to the struggles as well.

Rice and the Ravens look to continue their strong run after byes with a trip to Cleveland on Sunday. The Browns allowed 136 yards rushing Sunday at Kansas City. ...

In a related note. ... The signing of Bernard Scott indicates the Ravens have serious doubts whether Pierce will be able to play Cleveland/

Pierce injured his hamstring in the Oct. 20 loss at Pittsburgh and couldn't finish the game, which is why Vonta Leach was in the backfield at times. Pierce also didn't practice in the team's final workout before the players received four days off for the bye. He was on the field Wednesday, however.

Scott, 29, is a reliable backup who knows the defenses in the AFC North. A sixth-round pick by the Bengals in 2009, Scott averaged 4.9 yards per carry for Cincinnati in 2010 and scored three touchdowns in 2011.

He is known for his athleticism, but he never received the touches to show it in Cincinnati. Scott was expected to split carries in a running back-by-committee with BenJarvus Green-Ellis last season before tearing his anterior cruciate ligament last October.

Scott is the second former Bengals player to be signed by the Ravens in the past five weeks, joining backup safety Jeromy Miles. The Ravens play the AFC North-leading Bengals in two weeks.

The Ravens didn't have to make a roster move to add Scott because they had a spot open since trading offensive tackle Bryant McKinnie to the Miami Dolphins last week. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to Hensley, the Ravens have scored a grand total of 13 points in the first quarter this season. That's an average of 1.9 points in the first quarter, which is the worst in the NFL. The only touchdown scored by the Ravens in the first quarter was Vonta Leach's two-yard catch in the season opener. Over the next six games, the Ravens have been shut out in the first quarter four times. The Ravens are only averaging 4.03 yards per play in the opening quarter, which is only better than teams, the winless Buccaneers and Jaguars.

Torrey Smith ranks seventh in the NFL with an 89.9 yards receiving per game, even though he hasn't been much of a factor the past two games. He still accounts for nearly one-third of Joe Flacco's passing yards. ...

The Ravens relied heavily on Flacco's big arm to win the Super Bowl. In four playoff games last season, he threw four touchdown passes on throws that traveled at least 21 yards in the air.

In seven regular-season games this year, Flacco has yet to throw a touchdown on a pass that has gone at least 21 yards in the air. Only two quarterbacks have thrown at least 15 such passes without a touchdown: Flacco and Tom Brady.

Even Flacco's accuracy hasn't been the same. In last season's postseason, he completed half of his 26 deep passes. This year, he is 9-of-33 on such throws (27.3 percent), a completion rate that ranks 23rd in the NFL. ...

As the Sports Xchange notes, the offensive role of wide receiver Deonte Thompson has diminished every week since catching a career-high four passes for 50 yards against the Buffalo Bills on Sept. 29.

He didn't play a snap offensively against the Steelers and was limited to special-teams where he struggled on outside containment on a late kickoff return that led to the game-winning field goal.

Thompson caught just two passes for 11 yards Oct. 5 against the Miami Dolphins and caught no passes against the Green Bay Packers as he played just one snap offensively.

With the healthy return of Jacoby Jones from a sprained knee and Tandon Doss' recent emergency, Thompson is the odd man out at wide receiver. He has returned seven kickoffs for 201 yards averaging 28.7 per return, after missing the first three games of the season with a sprained left foot.

However, Thompson hasn't been involved on kick returns for the past two games.

"It's pretty much been my health, but we're going to get it going," Thompson said prior to the Ravens' bye. "The foot is a lot better. I hope to come in feeling like a million bucks after the bye. I want to get back in there and make some plays. ..."

Brandon Stokley is still bothered by a groin injury. ...

There was some concern when Justin Tucker missed two field goals in Week 2 when he was on the same field as Billy Cundiff. But Tucker has quietly put together another impressive season. He has converted 13 straight field goals, and it's not like they've been chip shots.

In his past five games, Tucker has hit six from at least 42 yards, including the winning 44-yarder in Miami. In total, he has made eight kicks from 40 yards or longer. Only six kickers have connected on more long-range field goals. His 26 touchbacks are tied for fifth in the league. 
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QB: Joe Flacco, Tyrod Taylor 
RB: Ray Rice, Bernard Pierce, Bernard Scott 
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 Buffalo News staffer Tim Graham so aptly put it, "Maybe the only way Thad Lewis can be removed permanently from a game is if the opposing team scrapes him off the field with a putty knife. ..."

Indeed, Lewis appeared to be finished after the first play of Sunday's 35-17 loss to the New Orleans Saints in the Superdome.

Saints linebacker David Hawthorne crushed Lewis' ribs and caused a fumble on a quarterback keeper. As Lewis lay on the turf with head coach Doug Marrone and the team's medical staff hovering around him, teammates stood solemnly. Backup quarterback Jeff Tuel took warm-up snaps from Eric Woodon the sideline.

"The hit he took was scary," running back Fred Jackson said.

According to Graham, "Lewis, looking like a prizefighter after 10 rounds, eventually staggered to the sideline."

"There was no doubt in my mind I was getting back in there," he said.

When the next possession began, Lewis trotted back onto the field.

"We wouldn't expect anything less from Thad," receiver Stevie Johnson said. "This is his opportunity. If it ain't a broken leg, I believe he'll be out there. That's the type of player he is. He's ready to fight for his boys."

Lewis received medical treatment on his ribs after the game.

He took a game's worth of hits on the first few plays. Hawthorne sacked him on the Bills' third play. Defensive end Cameron Jordan registered a strip sack on the next series.

Saints defenders knocked Lewis around even when he got rid of the ball.

"He showed toughness," Johnson said. "I know he was hurting."

Lewis hung in the pocket for several throws despite blitzes. Saints cornerback Corey White twice was penalized for roughing the passer on a long drive that ended with a Jackson touchdown run at the start of the fourth quarter.

"Any time you got a guy who takes shots like that and still competes," Jackson said, "you love playing for him."

After three games as the Bills' starting quarterback, Lewis hasn't looked like a castoff. Heading into the season, the term "journeyman" would have seemed generous.

He completed 22 of 39 passes for 234 yards and a touchdown with one interception.

"He did a good job," Wood said. "He's a fighter, a confident guy, good ballplayer. He showed us that again. We would like to make more plays around him and put him in better situations."

It's not clear they'll get that chance against the Chiefs.

According to Mike Rodak of ESPN.com, both Tuel and Matt Flynn took snaps with the Bills starters in practice, and they're not sure if Lewis will be available this week.

Tuel said Marrone told the quarterbacks on Wednesday that "it could be anybody" in reference to who starts Sunday against the Chiefs.

The coach later told reporters that X-rays on Lewis' ribs were negative, but the signal caller is still 50-50.

Lewis wasn't the only Bill who came out of Week 8 hurting.

Johnson limped throughout the game and needed to come out a couple of times because of a left hip flexor injury. Running back Tashard Choice went down with a left leg injury but played again. Defensive backs Da'Norris Searcy and Leodis McKelvin also were escorted off the field by medical staffers but returned.

Receiver Marquise Goodwin suffered a left elbow injury while making a catch late in the fourth quarter. He was carted off to the locker room but subsequent X-rays were negative and he was able to practice on a limited basis Wednesday.

Meanwhile, C.J. Spiller said throughout the week he wanted to play on his sprained left ankle. The only way to keep him off the field would've been for the Bills to deactivate him.

Marrone did just that, scratching Spiller for the first time in the running back's career. Spiller had played 44 straight games, the fifth-longest active streak among all running backs.

"I wasn't ready," Spiller told Graham. "It was Marrone's decision. I respected that.

"Everybody knew that I wanted to play. I wanted to help us win. But it was best for me so I can get back to playing normally."

Spiller was largely ineffective while playing through the injury for three games. He gained just 11 yards on six carries in his last action on Oct. 20.

For the record, Spiller has a high ankle sprain. He'll be re-evaluated in coming days but has a chance to play Sunday against the Kansas City Chiefs.

As for Johnson. ... "It's real tight," he said Monday morning. "The hip flexor is tight and I tried to keep it stretched so it won't pop or have something completely tear. I ended up walking off without a complete tear. I don't know for sure.

"We'll see later on if I go and get the MRI. I feel like it was better being on the field with the guys than being sidelined. I already missed a game this season and felt like that's already too much, you know what I'm saying? I probably should have stayed out, but you know, I made it through. I don't think I made the injury any worse."

If that MRI shows something problematic, there's a chance the Bills would have to go into their game Sunday against the NFL's lone unbeaten team, the Kansas City Chiefs, without their top receiver and running back.

"It's still too early to even make any kind of guess on if I'll be good for Sunday," he said. "Right now I feel it a lot, but as the week goes on with the treatment and everything I should be good and ready to go for Sunday.

Johnson and Jackson (knee) weren't practicing Wednesday; Spiller was limited.

It's safe to assume I'll be following up daily on all the above via Late-Breaking Update. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Also according to Rodak, Johnson's hip flexor issue limited him to just 66 percent of the offensive snaps. He led the Bills in the first half with four catches for 42 yards and a touchdown, so not having him at full strength hurt the Bills in the second half. ...

Goodwin played nearly 50 percent of snaps and is emerging as a big-play threat. His 26-yard catch was the Bills' longest play of the game.

Even with Spiller inactive, the Bills hardly upped the workload for Choice. He provided a burst on a 20-yard run in the second quarter but was used sparingly after that as the Bills were playing from behind. ...

For playing 70 percent of offensive snaps, the Bills didn't get a tremendous amount of production (two catches for 19 yards) from T.J. Graham. He's been one of the more underwhelming Bills performers this season.

Tight end Scott Chandler caught a career-high seven passes for 72 yards including two for 37 yards on the Bills' first touchdown drive.

Dan Carpenter missed a field-goal attempt after converting 15 in a row, including the last-minute winner against the Miami Dolphins a week earlier. Carpenter had the chance to give the Bills a lead 5:17 into Sunday's game, but his 50-yard try went outside the right post.

Jackson ran for 42 yards on his first five carries. It can mostly be attributed to playing from behind, but the Bills gained just 13 yards on nine carries in the second half, with Jackson picking up just three total yards on his final 10 rushes of the game.

The situation made it necessary for the Bills to throw, but with the NFL's third-worst passing offense, that's hardly the sort of game they want to play. ...

EJ Manuel was expected to "ramp up" the rehab on his injured knee this week but don't expect him back before the original Week 11 time frame -- and that could move out a couple weeks. The rookie was working on the field Wednesday.

Marrone challenged two ball spots in the second half and lost both. He falls to 0-for-3 on the season for his challenges.

Prior to Sunday, the Bills were just one of six teams not to have won a challenge. Marrone said after the game that he needs to change how he decides to challenge a play.

"I have to do a better job of changing the process of our challenges," he said. "We haven't been successful in that. If we keep it the same, how do I expect that to change? We'll look into that. ... It's my fault. Period. I am the head coach." 
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QB: Thad Lewis, Jeff Tuel, Matt Flynn, EJ Manuel 
RB: Fred Jackson, C.J. Spiller, 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 ESPN.com's David Newton framed it this week, "First Cam Newton wasn't winning games. Then he lacked leadership. Then he lacked consistency.

"For a quarterback who passed for more yards in his first two seasons than any in the history of the NFL, the Carolina Panthers' first pick of the 2011 draft wasn't getting much respect. ..."

He is now. ...

Of course, the fact that Carolina started this season 1-3 after going 6-10 and 7-9 in Newton's first two seasons didn't help.

The spotlight had gotten so dim on Newton that a panel of 12 coaches, scouts and front-office personnel ranked him fifth among the NFL's hot young quarterbacks for an ESPN.com comparison story. In the selected categories of intelligence, accuracy, supporting cast, durability and urgency Newton ranked fifth behind Indianapolis' Andrew Luck, Seattle's Russell Wilson, Washington's Robert Griffin III and San Francisco's Colin Kaepernick.

He was fifth in every category but durability, where he was rated fourth ahead of only Griffin who was injured last season.

But the biggest thing those four had over Newton was success in terms of winning games and taking their teams to the playoffs.

The pendulum could be swinging. The Panthers (4-3) have won three straight and four of their last five to go over .500 for the first time in Newton's career.

That's probably not enough to change the ESPN.com panel's mind about Newton's potential. But there is no denying he's on the best three-game run of his career, and among the best three-game stretch of any quarterback in the league this season.

Newton completed 23 of his 32 passes for 221 yards and two touchdowns Thursday. During Carolina's three-game winning streak, he has completed 58 of 74 passes for 667 yards, with six touchdowns and no interceptions. He has also rushed for 106 yards and two touchdowns without losing a fumble

Newton has rushed for 106 yards and two touchdowns during that span as well.

Until Newton gets Carolina to the playoffs the opinions of where he ranks among his peers probably won't change. But Newton has changed, at least in terms of understanding what it takes to play winning football in the NFL.

He's gone from a potential bust to a potential superstar.

"He's a very driven young man who wants to excel," head coach Ron Rivera said. "He wants to win in a bad way, in the worst way, in the best way. ... He just wants to succeed. He has grown a lot. There is reason to be excited about him.

"The proof will be in the pudding. Eventually, when all of these young quarterbacks in the next four or five, six years sit down and talk about who has won Super Bowls, then we'll see. Until then, I think it's kind of unfair."

Rivera can't pinpoint one thing that changed with Newton. He can pinpoint an understanding he and offensive coordinator Mike Shula finally had concerning just how much talent Newton has around him and how Newton can take advantage of that.

As left tackle Jordan Gross said, Newton has learned he doesn't have to do it all as he sometimes did in college to win.

And as Rivera noted, "it's not like he's not had success."

"That's one of the things I don't get, either," he continued. "He's had the best two years of any starting quarterback in the history of football. At one point he had the best rookie year. Then he had the best first two years.

"Now we see the consistency, we see the efficiency. Again, that's been all part of his growth. Now he's at the point where everybody is starting to believe. Hopefully, we continue that."

Worth noting: Newton hasn't been going as deep during his three-game streak. According to ESPN Stats & Information, Newton's average target depth has gone from 10.1 yards (fifth-highest among quarterbacks) during a 1-3 start to 6.5 during a 3-0 run. His completion percentage has improved from 57.5 to 77.3. His touchdown-to-interception ratio has improved from 6-5 to 6-0.

He was an amazing 20-for-24 on passes that traveled 10 or fewer yards against the Bucs for 171 yards and two touchdowns. Keeping it short and sweet works.

Also worth noting: Last Thursday's game was the 15th time Newton has passed for at least 200 yards with a touchdown pass and touchdown run. That ties him with John Elway and Donovan McNabb for the fourth most of any quarterback in the Super Bowl era. The only active quarterback with more isMichael Vick with 17. Steve Young has the most at 21.

Up next for Newton, the Panthers play host to the Atlanta Falcons in an NFC South game. Don't be surprised if the Newton roll continues. ...

Other notes of interest. ... DeAngelo Williams didn't touch the ball on Carolina's first 12 plays against the Bucs. That seemed kind of odd because he is the team's leading rusher and has been a big part of the running game all season. But that was the game plan going in and it worked.

Although Williams had only eight carries, he averaged a season-best 5.4 yards per carry -- better than his 4.2 yards-per-carry average on the season. Williams scored his first touchdown of the season on a 12-yard run in the second quarter.

The Panthers finished with 4.8 yards a carry, almost double what they had the previous week. Newton, by the way, led the team in rushing with 11 carries for a season-high 50 yards and one touchdown. Fullback Mike Tolbert uncorked a 22-yard run, his longest rush since he was with the Chargers in Week 17 of 2011.

Tolbert finished with seven carries for 35 yards and four receptions for 29 yards.

This could be more of what we see moving forward with Jonathan Stewart, the team's second all-time leading rusher, expected to come off the physically unable to perform list this week..

Williams bruised a quadriceps. He will receive treatment over the weekend and Rivera said he expects Williams to play against Atlanta.

I'll obviously be following the progress of both Williams and Stewart closely this week; watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more in coming days. ...

Despite letting a touchdown pass go through his arms in the first half, Ted Ginn Jr. continues to be a receiving threat. He had three catches for 69 yards in the first half and finished with a team-high five catches for 80 yards. He has been particularly effective on slants and crossing routes.

Steve Smith caught a 21-yard pass in the first quarter, his longest reception of the season. Smith caught a total of four passes for 42 yards.

Domenik Hixon caught one pass for four yards. Signed in the offseason from the Giants, Hixon has just two receptions for 12 yards this year.

Graham Gano made his only field goal attempt, a 29-yarder in the fourth quarter. He is a perfect 10-for-10 this year.

And finally. ... Rivera really has changed his stripes when it comes to going for it on fourth down. Up 14-6 in the third quarter when a field goal would give Carolina a two-score lead, he gambled and made it for the fourth time in his past six tries after being criticized for not going for it late at Buffalo.

Carolina scored on four of five trips inside the Tampa 20-yard line, which should move them up from ninth in the NFL in red zone scoring. Going for it on fourth down in the third quarter certainly helped the red zone touchdown percentage. They now have been successful on four of their past six fourth-and-1 tries.

Rivera's willingness to take chances shows just how much faith he has not only in his offense, but his No. 3-ranked defense. 
[image: image8]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 PT  [image: image9]
QB: Cam Newton, Derek Anderson 
RB: DeAngelo Williams, Jonathan Stewart, Kenjon Barner, Armond Smith 
FB: Mike Tolbert 
WR: Steve Smith, Brandon LaFell, Ted Ginn, Domenik Hixon, Marvin McNutt, Tavarres King 
TE: Greg Olsen, Ben Hartsock, Richie Brockel, Brandon Williams 
PK: Graham Gano 
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CHICAGO BEARS
A weekend away for their bye left the Chicago Bears further behind in the NFC North, with a daunting task directly ahead for their struggling defense only adding to the problem they have at quarterback.

Victories by the Green Bay Packers and Detroit Lions left the Bears a game back in the loss column at 4-3, with more defensive change coming and a game at Green Bay ahead on Monday night in which they will start Josh McCown at quarterback for injured Jay Cutler.

The defensive problems left head coach Marc Trestman calling Monday for an all-out team effort from special teams, offense and defense to make up for injuries at linebacker and the defensive line.

"We're not three different units and three separate silos of a building," he said after Monday's brief practice. "We really have to play together more than ever now. And I think that's something that we're capable of doing.

"But the No. 1 thing is just to know our assignments and do our job. That's the biggest thing you get coming out of the bye is the more tape you watch, and it's the way it is with most every team. If you'll do your job and continue to do it within the framework of the play called, you've got a chance to have success on that play."

As Associated Press sports writer Gene Chamberlain notes, a defense now 27th in the league at 391 yards per game allowed will likely start a rookie linebacker for the second straight game. Khaseem Greene will go at weak side linebacker for injured Lance Briggs, who suffered a fractured shoulder against Washington on Oct. 20. Greene is taking the snaps in practice at the spot and gets first crack at it, according to Trestman.

"I've only played one snap of defense this year and just having an opportunity to maybe get out there and be a starter and play way more snaps is enough in itself to be fired up," said Greene, a fourth-round pick from Rutgers who originally played safety in college before converting to linebacker. "But again, I've just got to stay calm, trust the defense and trust the scheme, and then also build some confidence in my teammates so they know that I can actually go out there and compete if I'm the guy."

Against Washington, rookie Jon Bostic started at middle linebacker following a season-ending knee injury suffered by D.J. Williams. So the inexperience factor at linebacker will be big, but Bostic thinks coaches will like what they see from Greene.

"He's a guy that's been doing everything; being behind Lance he learned a lot of things," Bostic said. "But there are still a lot of things you have to learn, as well as me."

Several issues regarding the linebacker position are yet to be resolved, including who calls the signals on the field. It's likely Bostic or veteran strong side linebacker James Anderson will do it.

Greene sees his role as simply avoiding mistakes.

"I really listen to what the coaches and the older guys say," Greene said. "They say if you're going to make a mistake, then make it full speed. That's what we say around here. As long as I'm going full speed, the tape can get corrected. The coaches can correct me. The older guys can correct me. I can correct myself if I make a mistake.

"As long as I make it fast, though, I still give myself a fighting chance. ..."

Given the issues on defense and at quarterback, expect the Bears to make a push to get their running game going earlier in games even though Trestman, in the past, has said balancing an attack isn't necessary. One of the league's time of possession leaders early, the Bears have dropped to 22nd in the league in this category (29:16 per game) and they need to keep the defense rested and off the field.

"We know we've got to control the football and time of possession," Trestman said. "We've got to make sure when we flip the field that we make it a long field. That is what we try to do every week.

"We feel like we're getting our yards per gain is good. But it's the middle of the game runs, the second-down runs, and that is a focus offensively. ..."

As the Sports Xchange notes, Matt Forte has been a big-play back, but he doesn't wear down a defense and help with possession time. When they've let the offensive line work the running game they have been effective. Michael Bush has turned into an invisible man, through no fault of his own. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Cutler isn't expected to return from his groin injury for at least three weeks, but the Bears' starting quarterback watched practice from the sidelines on Monday, and even caught passes from McCown and Jordan Palmer during the portion of the workout open to the media.

"I am encouraged by the sense for how he is improving," Trestman said. "That is a positive sign. I think we have to stay within the framework that the doctors gave us. I think that is prudent right now. And we'll see where he is next week."

In case you missed it, Cutler told Trestman he would be back sooner than the four-week timetable. He said the same on Tuesday this week.

"Yeah, that's the goal," Cutler said when asked if he is pushing toward an early return.

Receiver Brandon Marshall, during a TV appearance last week, predicted a two-week absence -- something the receiver reiterated on Monday.

"Look into my eyes right now," Marshall told ESPN 1000's "Waddle and Silvy Show" on Monday. "Jay will be back before four weeks. I'm not ruling out this game (Monday night versus the Green Bay Packers), but definitely, worst case scenario, he'll be back for the Lions (in Week 10)."

Trestman denied that Cutler is attempting to rush back ahead of schedule.

"I think he is trying to get better as quickly as he can," Trestman said. "I don't know that he is trying to push it. He wants to get back as soon as he can. That is all that I can really say. I think we've got to stay in line with what the doctors have said and if it's better than that we would certainly be happy about that.

"He is not doing anything that the doctors wouldn't have him do. He's not overextending himself." 
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QB: Josh McCown, Jordan Palmer, Jay Cutler 
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, Dante Rosario 
PK: Robbie Gould 
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CINCINNATI BENGALS
We all saw this coming, right? Marvin Jones caught eight passes for 122 yards and four touchdowns – all career highs -- in Sunday's 49-9 beatdown of the New York Jets.

The four receiving touchdowns set a Bengals franchise record. Jones also tied Corey Dillon and Larry Kinnebrew for most total touchdowns in a game. They also earned Jones AFC Offensive Player of the Week honors.

As Cincinnati Enquirer staffer Paul Dehner Jr. notes, only one time in his college career did Jones score even two touchdowns in a game and speculated he'd date back to Pop Warner days to find any other time he hit paydirt that often. Fitting really, considering Andy Dalton and Jones have looked like they are playing against little tikes the last three weeks.

Dalton has now thrown at least one touchdown to Jones in each of the last three weeks and seven total on the season.

"He's had the potential since he's been here," Dalton said. "I think he's just comfortable with everything that we're doing and everything that we're asking him to do. For him to come out and have a game like this, we needed it."

The trust level between Dalton and Jones has grown over the last month, but in no game was that more obvious than against the Jets. On two of the first three red zone trips, Dalton targeted Jones in one-on-one coverage throwing to the back shoulder.

Quarterbacks don't throw back shoulder passes to just anybody. A comfort and understanding must exist to execute the improvisational pass. Twice, Jones made Dalton look smart on plays filed somewhere between indefensible and unpredictable.

The first touchdown from nine yards out and second from six yards against single coverage looked as easy as the kicking back with a baseball hat on in the fourth quarter.

"It's all about trust," Jones said. "It's all about feel. It's a hard throw to stop. When you are in cahoots with your quarterback doing those things, it's hard. Normally when a cornerback is looking dead at you and not the quarterback it's like stealing right there."

Stealing is only a crime if you get caught and the Jets could never catch up to No. 82. He'd tiptoe on the sidelines just before halftime for acrobatic exclamation point to the dominant first half then add the fourth on a wide receiver screen in the red zone at the end of the third quarter.

"It was unbelievable," said A.J. Green, whose 115-yard day was dwarfed by Jones. "I don't think I have scored four touchdowns since high school. That guy is awesome."

At 6-2, a slight 195 pounds, Jones hardly qualifies as intimidating. As analysis of him circulated the locker room Sunday, the same descriptor repeatedly attached themselves to him.

Tough.

Tough at the point of the catch. Tough of mind. Tough dealing with injuries. And now add in tough to stop.

"That's what drew us to him on tape watching him at Cal," offensive coordinator Jay Gruden said. "One of those California guys you think, hey, but this guy is a tough kid. Tough. Tough. Tough."

How tough exactly? Jones didn't practice until Friday this week with a shoulder injury and Gruden approached him before the game to see if he was even active. Jones felt worried much of the week he might not be able to go due to the shoulder he dinged selling out for a touchdown reception at Detroit.

Jones sucked it up and played through the pain.

"I almost told (wide receiver coach James Urban), hey, keep an eye on him he's a little banged up," Gruden said then letting out a laugh. "I think he's all right."

Meanwhile, since targeting Green 15 times against Cleveland four weeks ago, Dalton has learned a valuable lesson: Get others involved in the offense.

As valuable as Green can be to the offense, he can't do much good when defenses know that he's the player Dalton is trying to hit time and time again. But when opponents don't know where he's going with his passes, Dalton and his offense have proven they can be quite difficult to stop.

"Everybody around Andy is doing things. He has to continue to allow the play to work based on the defense," head coach Marvin Lewis said. "As long as he does that and doesn't worry about how many catches [Green] has, at the end of the day, we'll be fine. These other guys are getting to the spots and making the plays while they're there. A.J. is going to get his, he's so doggone good."

According to ESPN.com's Coley Harvey, it took realizing how talented the team is at the skill positions for Dalton to realize that all he had to do was let his playmakers make their plays.

"The personnel that we have, and the different looks that we're getting with formations and the different things that we're doing, a bunch of guys are going to get involved in this offense," Dalton said. "That's big for us. Everybody's going to know where A.J. is, but these other guys have to step up and make plays, and that's what they've done. It's been a lot of fun for me, just to be able to spread the ball around and have trust and confidence in the guys that they're going to be in the right spots."

And it's kind of working out for Dalton -- and his fantasy owners.

Through the first five games of the season, Dalton completed 65.1 percent of his passes, throwing for 1,215 yards and five touchdowns. In the last three games -- all wins -- he has completed 66.3 percent of his passes for 1,034 yards and 11 touchdowns.

No other Bengals quarterback has hit that three-game TD total. Ken Anderson is the only other Bengals quarterback to match Dalton's three-straight 300-yard passing games.

"I'm not sure the guy can play much better than he's played the last three weeks," left tackle Andrew Whitworth said. "I've said all along that we believe in him and we're going to continue to find ways to put him in a position to win. And he continues to rise to the occasion."

The Bengals travel to Miami on Thursday night for their final game against an AFC East team this season. If they can get past the Dolphins, they'll be 7-2 and virtually playing for home-field advantage.

Other notes of interest. ... The Jets came in to the game allowing a league-low 3.1 yards per carry. The Bengals averaged 3.2. BenJarvus Green-Ellis and Giovani Bernard combined for 16 carries for 51 yards.

Nearly half of that came in the first quarter and when the game was still close as they had 25 yards on seven carries. After being fairly balanced in wins over New England and Buffalo, the Bengals are averaging 63 yards the past two games but with teams loading up and trying to take away the run, it has been the passing game that has carried things. ...

The Bengals are going into Thursday's game banged up. Safety Taylor Mays has was placed on injured reserve due to a shoulder injury and linebacker Rey Maualuga is expected to miss the next 3-4 weeks due to a sprained MCL with his left knee.

Both injuries happened during the win over the Jets on Sunday.

The biggest effect will be at linebacker. Both Mays and Maualuga line up at linebacker during nickel situations. Michael Boley took Maualuga's place during the second half but he didn't practice on Monday due to a hamstring.

It is possible that J.K. Schaffer could be called up from the practice squad for the second time this season. The Bengals have a roster spot to play with as Leon Hall, who suffered a season-ending Achilles injury in the Oct. 20 win at Detroit, has not been placed on injured reserve.

Mohamed Sanu suffered an injured shoulder against the Jets. Sanu did not practice Tuesday and was limited in Wednesday's walk-through. He is officially questionable for Thursday's game.

Andrew Hawkins remains on a roster exemption as he rehabs from an ankle injury but there is a chance he could be moved up to the 53-man roster on Thursday.

One last note here. ... Sunday's 40-point blowout was the Bengals' largest margin of victory since their 45-10 win against Chicago in 2009. 
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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, Andrew Hawkins 
TE: Jermaine Gresham, Tyler Eifert, Alex Smith 
PK: Mike Nugent 
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CLEVELAND BROWNS
Jason Campbell remains the Cleveland Browns' starting quarterback.

Browns coach Rob Chudzinski said Monday that Campbell's performance in Sunday's loss to the Kansas City Chiefs earned him the start this weekend against the Baltimore Ravens.

"Jason played very well," Chudzinski said. "He was able to manage the game, he was able to escape and get out of some trouble, create some plays.

"He did a good job from a decision-making standpoint, protecting the football. And he gave us a lift in that game."

Campbell threw for 293 yards with two touchdowns in the Browns' 23-17 loss. He also overcame a slow start to have the Browns within three points in the fourth quarter.

The Browns went three-and-out on their first three possessions and did not have a first down in the first quarter.

"Jason stood in the pocket and made some crucial, crucial throws," receiver Davone Bess said. "He had a really solid game."

Chudzinski said the Browns started Brandon Weeden earlier in the season because they didn't know a lot about him and he had played well during preseason and training camp practices.

"The production [from Weeden] hasn't been there in the regular season," Chudzinski said.

Chudzinski referred to Weeden as a "developing player."

Campbell struggled early against the Chiefs, but hung in against a very good defense and finished with two touchdowns, 293 yards and a rating over 100.

The down side is that Campbell did little when given four chances to take the lead in the second half, but the up side is that he played efficiently and didn't throw interceptions.

As ESPN.com's Pat McManamon suggested, "For the Browns this is a mini-victory.

"Because the bar is just that low.

"It's that low because there has been so little success as a team, and so little consistency at the most important position on the team. ..."

True story. ...

Campbell gives some hope for the second half of the season. But even this should be tempered. Campbell has played very little the past two seasons, and a lot of teams see him as a backup, as a guy who can play well but doesn't get the win -- as his 31-41 record as a starter indicates.

The Browns face the Ravens, Bengals and Steelers in the next three games -- with the games against the Ravens and Steelers at home. All are in the AFC North.

They head to the second half with a 3-5 record, which is about where most thought they'd be. If they find a way to beat the Ravens, a team they usually play well, they'd be 4-5 heading to the bye, which is probably ahead of where most thought they'd be.

For the Browns, that's a positive. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Josh Gordon made it through Tuesday's trade deadline and remains a Brown.

Interesting in that Gordon only enhanced his value against the Chiefs, with five catches for 132 yards and a touchdown. At this point, it's almost as if his value will never be higher. "There's really nothing more to be said about it," Gordon said. "I know just as much as all of you guys know. When it happens or if it doesn't happen, we'll know at the same time."

Gordon has 32 catches in six games for 582 yards and three touchdowns. He missed the first two games of 2013 serving a two-game suspension for violating the NFL's substance abuse policy. And there's the rub.

The constant rumors have weighed on Gordon, and the team. Linebacker D'Qwell Jackson said he can't wait for the deadline to pass.

And now it has. ... Back to business as usual with Campbell looking capable enough to keep Gordon owners happy. ...

The Browns continue to struggle to run the ball, as they totaled 57 yards on 15 carries in Kansas City. With Campbell starting his first game in two years, the Browns called 36 passes and 12 runs (three of their runs were scrambles by the quarterback).

Chudzinski wants balance, but with Willis McGahee and Fozzy Whittaker the guys to turn to, balance could be difficult to achieve.

McGahee led the Browns with 28 yards rushing. Campbell was second on three scrambles for 17 yards. At halftime the Browns had minus 1 yard rushing on a total of three carries.

As the Sports Xchange noted, Trent Richardson is not tearing it up in Indianapolis, but he was the Browns' top running back at the start of the season and they have not replaced him.

Acquired by the Browns to be a veteran leader and trusted possession receiver, Bess had three drops and a crucial fumbled punt in Kansas City.

"I had a bad game," Bess said. "Gotta look at the tape and go through it. You can't make critical mistakes in critical situations."

Bess had two drops early in the game, one on the first pass thrown to him (the third game in a row he's dropped the first pass thrown to him). He also dropped the Browns last pass, a sliding catch right at the first-down marker on fourth-and-7 from the Browns 31.

"Everyone has those days in the NFL," said Campbell. "You play the game long enough, you're going to have a day like that. I still have all the confidence in the world in him."

The Browns simply are not good enough to overcome those key mistakes.

"There is no excuse for it," Bess said. "I pride myself on catching the ball. ..."

Tight end Jordan Cameron caught four passes to raise his total to a team best 49. If he continues at this pace he will set a franchise record for receptions in a season. The record of 89 is shared by Ozzie Newsome and Kellen Winslow. ...

Travis Benjamin will miss the rest of the season after because of a torn ACL in his knee. Benjamin, also a wide receiver, hurt the knee on a return. Chudzinski said the injury took place when Benjamin planted and twisted as he headed upfield.

Benjamin averaged 11.7 yards per punt return and scored on a 79-yarder against the Buffalo Bills on Oct. 3, when he set a team record with 179 yards in returns.

"Travis obviously is a big part of what we do and has been in terms of return game," Chudzinski said Monday. "He's explosive and has the speed and ability to make a big play."

The Browns will turn to Bess as their primary punt returner -- despite his critical fumble versus the Chiefs.

Chudzinski said another option would be to use Joe Haden, though he would prefer not to use the talented cornerback on special teams.

The team added yet another option on Tuesday when they signed receiver-return man Armanti Edwards, who had played the past three seasons for the Panthers. The club also re-signed oft-waived receiver Tori Gurley to the practice squad.

Edwards, 25, has connections to the Browns having played under Chudzinski, who served as Carolina's offensive coordinator the past two years.

Edwards has returned 36 punts for a 7.0 yard average and 15 kickoffs for a 19.7 yard average.

And finally. ... As McManamon wrote this week, "Say this for Chudzinski -- he is not afraid to take a chance."

The coach went for the first down for the 17th time on fourth down this season, and made it to set up a touchdown. Add in the trick plays -- the Browns' first touchdown came on a flea-flicker -- and the fake punts, and it's evident Chudzinski is letting his team know he's not afraid to take a chance on their behalf. The 17 fourth-down attempts lead the league. 
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QB: Jason Campbell, Brandon Weeden 
RB: Willis McGahee, Chris Ogbonnaya, Fozzy Whitaker 
FB: Chris Ogbonnaya, Brad Smelley 
WR: Josh Gordon, Greg Little, Davone Bess, Armanti Edwards, Brian Tyms 
TE: Jordan Cameron, Gary Barnidge, MarQueis Gray, Keavon Milton 
PK: Billy Cundiff 
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DALLAS COWBOYS
Dez Bryant and Jason Witten shouted at each other in a sideline scene that overshadowed a stunning loss, with the potential to reverberate if the Cowboys let it linger.

But as Associated Press sports writer Schuyler Dixon suggests, Bryant's antics are the least of the problems for Dallas, with a defense facing more injury issues after allowing a last-second touchdown and the most yards in franchise history in Detroit's 31-30 win on Sunday.

The offense is sputtering, too, after consecutive hit-and-miss games without brittle running back DeMarco Murray, who is likely to return Sunday against Minnesota.

"When you put your guts out there for three hours, collectively, sometimes it's hard to swallow those kinds of defeats," head coach Jason Garrett said. "What we need to do as a football team is learn from what just happened and find a way, in all three phases, to win this kind of game, and do what we need to do to win the game. They did that and we didn't and we have to live with that, but we have to learn from it."

Bryant first lost his cool by interrupting a sideline chat between Tony Romo and quarterbacks coach Wade Wilson, with Garrett and receivers coach Derek Dooley trying unsuccessfully to act as peacemakers.

It didn't seem to bother the offense because Dallas went on to score consecutive touchdowns on a 60-yard throw to Terrance Williams and a 50-yarder to Bryant.

The Bryant-Witten spat came with 12 seconds left and the offense waiting to go back on the field after Detroit's go-ahead score, a product of the frustration of the Cowboys letting a win get away so late. Witten told reporters after the game he "loved that kid like a brother."

"Witt was trying to get me to focus on the next drive," Bryant said during a lengthy session with reporters Monday. "He's trying to get my mind right. I'm upset because they just scored a touchdown. Like, man, we just, you know, lost. It didn't sit well with me."

Bryant's histrionics didn't bother owner Jerry Jones.

"It's not an issue," Jones said. "I'm not trying to make light of it. But he's a very passionate player and he competes and works and does all the things that gives him the collateral to use with his teammates and with me relative to a few awkward moments on the sideline. He's bought enough slack with me."

Witten expressed that sentiment Tuesday, the Dallas Morning News reports.

"There's nobody I love playing with more on Sundays than Dez," Witten said.

The Cowboys gave up 623 yards, surpassing the previous record of 583 by the Houston Oilers in 1991 and spoiling a four-takeaway day that included two interceptions by Sean Lee.

Dallas let Detroit become the first team since New England in 2007 to win a game with four turnovers and no takeaways, according to STATS.

"We started the game strong but we didn't finish it strong," Lee said. "At the end of the game we had a chance to win and we give up a bunch of big plays. It is just unacceptable."

The fourth-quarter touchdowns to Williams and Bryant made it easy to forget that the Cowboys had just 62 yards rushing and 268 total. Or that Romo completed less than 50 percent of his passes for the first time since 2009.

In fact, Romo has struggled the past three games, completing only 56.1 percent of his passes for 693 yards an average of 231 a game with five touchdowns and three interceptions.

What seems clear after two weeks without Murray is that the Dallas offense will need him to get back for the unit to perform the way it did when Romo set a franchise record with 506 yards passing in a 51-48 loss to Denver.

Joseph Randle is averaging 2.5 yards per carry as the starter in Murray's place, and the Cowboys have a history of struggling in the running game without Murray, who has missed 11 games in three seasons.

Even if Murray returns as expected from a sprained left knee sustained against Washington three weeks ago, the Cowboys have a huge task trying to put this loss behind them.

"We can't have a hang-up," Romo said. "That's the issue with some of these games. You have to be able to let them go. It's going to be hard right now, just because it feels the way it does, but our team's mentally tough and we have to come back and show that. ..."

Going up against a very generous Vikings defense this week might be just what the doctor ordered this week. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Calvin Watkins, Murray's absence might have surprised Jones.

"I think DeMarco Murray could have gone," Jones said after the Cowboys' loss. "I don't know what risk we would have taken with him, but he could have gone."

Murray was limited in practice this week and said if he was practicing he expected to play.

The Cowboys might have been being cautious with Murray by sitting him out another week. As noted above, Randle has been less-than impressive. Lance Dunbar also rushed for 16 yards on five carries.

According to ESPN.com's Todd Archer, Murray took the first-team work during the portion of Wednesday's practice open to the media and is in shoulder pads. H

Starting defensive end DeMarcus Ware and wide receiver Miles Austin also missed the game with injuries. Ware has a thigh injury and he could return for next week's game against Minnesota.

Austin's return from a hamstring injury is uncertain. The Cowboys have discussed shutting him down until he gets 100 percent. He was not on the practice field Wednesday.

With Austin missing another game, Williams continued his impressive rookie season.

Romo targeted Williams a team-high 10 times, including five consecutive times from the end of the first quarter until early in the second quarter. Williams finished with two catches for 64 yards.

Sunday marked the fourth consecutive game that Williams has caught a touchdown pass, the longest streak by a rookie in franchise history. He also became the first Cowboys receiver with multiple 60-plus yard touchdown catches in a season since Terrell Owens in 2008.

While the Cowboys need to give the ball to Bryant and Witten more often, Williams is becoming a trusted receiver. ...

Dan Bailey hit two 53-yard field goals against the Lions. It was the second time this season and second time in his career he hit two 50-plus yard field goals in one game. His two games with multiple 50-yard field goals are the most in squad history. For his career, Bailey has converted nine field goals of 50-plus yards, the most in team history. His second one today passed Rafael Septien, who had eight.

Bailey converted three field goal (adding a 44-yarder) tries in the game to give him 75 career field goals and tie Richie Cunningham for third all-time in team history.

Starting right guard Brian Waters will miss the remainder of the season because of a triceps injury, Jones said on his weekly radio show.

"It looks like he's out for the year," Jones said on Tuesday morning.

Waters wants to attempt to play through the injury but that team officials are telling him he needs his triceps repaired. ...

And finally. ... Lee had the second two-interception game of his career. His first came on Dec. 5, 2010, against Peyton Manning, and the Indianapolis Colts. Lee has 11 interceptions in his first four seasons, the most by a linebacker in the NFL since 2010.

The last time the Cowboys had a player with at least four picks in the first half of a season was cornerback Anthony Henry, who had five in 2007. Lee also made double-digit tackles for the sixth straight game, finishing with 10. Now if he can do something about the secondary and defensive line the Cowboys might be in business. 
[image: image16]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 PT  [image: image17]
QB: Tony Romo, Kyle Orton, Nick Stephens 
RB: DeMarco Murray, Lance Dunbar, Joseph Randle, Phillip Tanner, 
WR: Dez Bryant, Terrance Williams, Cole Beasley, Miles Austin, Dwayne Harris 
TE: Jason Witten, Gavin Escobar, James Hanna, Andre Smith 
PK: Dan Bailey 
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DENVER BRONCOS
As Associated Press sports writer Eddie Pells noted, individually, their numbers don't look like much. Collectively, the Broncos running backs are getting closer to giving Peyton Manning the help he needs.

For the first time in four weeks, no Denver running back fumbled. Meanwhile, Knowshon Moreno, Montee Ball and the newest addition to the Broncos running rotation, C.J. Anderson, combined for 192 yards in offense to help Denver top Washington 45-21 on Sunday.

All of that is a good sign for a team that heads into its bye this week and will return in November, when the weather starts getting cold and passing games around the league tend to cool off, as well.

"Whoever is in there at any given time, we're calling the same plays and we expect them all to be able to handle the run plays and the pass plays and catch the ball out of the backfield," Manning said after throwing for 354 yards in Sunday's win to give him 2,919 at the halfway point -- a record through eight games.

Ah, if it were only that simple.

Since Manning's arrival turned Denver into the most prolific offense in the league, the ground game has become something of an afterthought, and that may have cost the Broncos a trip to the Super Bowl last season.

Missing Moreno and Willis McGahee with injuries, the Broncos tried to run the clock out in the playoffs against Baltimore using third-down back Ronnie Hillman. It didn't work, and the rest is history.

Looking for more heft and consistency this season, the Broncos drafted Ball in the second round and made Hillman, who beefed up in the offseason, the No. 1 in training camp. But Ball had fumbling trouble and Hillman struggled to find his stride. Moreno, third on the depth chart this summer, got the starting job and has turned out to the most consistent presence in the running game so far this season.

Against the Redskins, he carried 14 times for 44 yards and was Manning's most consistent receiving target. Moreno caught all six passes thrown his way for a total of 89 yards, including a 35-yard touchdown on a screen pass for Denver's go-ahead points in the fourth quarter. The Broncos also went to him on fourth-and-2 from the Washington 20, while trailing 21-7. Moreno got 5 yards there and Denver went on to score a touchdown to start their 38-0 game-ending run.

"When you keep us on the field and we get those first downs to keep the ball moving to get those points on the board, that's all that matters at the end of the day," Moreno said.

Anderson, the undrafted rookie from California, suited up for the first time this season and showed glimpses of the promise he flashed in the preseason before hurting his knee at the end of training camp. His best carry was an 11-yard gain and he finished with four rushes for 22 yards.

Head coach John Fox didn't guarantee Anderson would play again but said his debut was solid.

"It wasn't too big for him," Fox said.

Ball ran 11 times for 37 yards and held onto the football. He lost two fumbles over the first three games of the season and saw his playing time reduced significantly. His first lost fumble came in a goal-line situation against the Giants in Week 2. This time, the Broncos went to him on second-and-goal from the 4 and he bulled his way in for his first NFL touchdown.

"I'm very proud of myself for keeping pushing, but it was collectively an entire unit of them blocking the big guys up front and me following right behind them," Ball said.

The odd man out for now is Hillman, a game day inactive for the first time since Week 3 last season. He was handed that demotion after fumbling in two consecutive games. It's hard to ignore the parallels to Moreno, who fumbled in Week 2 against Atlanta last year and didn't get into uniform again for nine games, after McGahee went out with a knee injury.

Moreno probably won't get another break like that for a long time.

"Knowshon's done a terrific job in the first half of the season," Fox said.

Fantasy owners will vouch for that. ...

The Broncos will practice Tuesday and Wednesday before getting the rest of the bye week off.

Fox stopped short of saying Manning, whose ankle kept him out of a practice last week, would be held out of the workouts, but did say, "he's not going to get a whole lot of reps the next two days. I'll tell you that."

Manning will be back in action next week when they're preparing for their Nov. 10 game against the Chargers. But during the break, he's going to be watching Brock Osweiler take a bunch of snaps, taking a well-deserved rest.

After eight games Manning leads the NFL in passer rating (119.4), yards passing (2,919), completions (237) and touchdowns (29). The touchdown total is already more than he had in six of his previous seasons as a starter and 10 more than any other quarterback at the moment.

Worth noting: The combined record of the Broncos' first eight opponents was 22-38 (.366) while the combined record of their next eight is 38-18 (.678). Those stats for the Chiefs are similar. First eight: 20-41 (.327); Next eight: 35-24 (.593). ...

Other notes of interest. ... Tight end Julius Thomas, who left Sunday's game with an ankle sprain, tweeted Monday, "Just left the facility MRI showed it wasn't a high ankle sprain so I won't be down long. Be back soon #CantWait."

Thomas dealt with complications from a slow-to-heal high ankle sprain for nearly two full seasons before finally getting healthy late last year. ...

As ESPN.com's Jeff Legwold notes, offensive coordinator Adam Gase showed he will diversify things to make it more difficult for defenses to lock into Manning's top three targets -- Demaryius Thomas, Wes Welker and Eric Decker.

He flashed one snap with Trindon Holliday lined up in the backfield. Holliday often lined up at running back at LSU, so the 170-pounder is more than willing to run in the high-traffic areas -- and he had a 7-yard carry in the first quarter. If Holliday can take care of the ball, he offers some offensive variety given his history as both a back and receiver to go with the speed that made him an NCAA 100 meters champion.

If the Broncos use him a little more from time to time, it won't scream "trick play" so often when he lines up in the formation.

They have also incorporated Moreno into the team's passing game. Over the last three games, Moreno has been targeted 10, six and six times and Sunday. 
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The Broncos are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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DETROIT LIONS
Calvin Johnson doesn't spend much time trying to call attention to himself.

But as Associated Press sports writer Noah Trister understated, Johnson's performance Sunday spoke loud and clear, of course. In a dazzling 329-yard effort against the Dallas Cowboys, the Detroit Lions standout fell just 7 yards shy of the NFL's single-game receiving record -- and as usual, he seemed to take everything in stride after Detroit's 31-30 victory.

"It was definitely an aggressive mindset going into the game with the play calls and everything," Johnson said. "The whole week, it was that kind of mentality and it definitely carried over."

Teammate Nate Burleson, who sat out the game with an injury, was a bit more effusive.

"He's a living legend," Burleson said. "I'm not going to pat myself on the back but I feel like I've been telling everybody how great he is for a long time, ever since I got on the team. I'm just glad that everybody's able to share in moments like this."

The 28-year-old Johnson is in the prime of his career. He set an NFL record last season with 1,964 yards receiving, and on Sunday he nearly surpassed Flipper Anderson's single-game mark of 336 (Anderson needed overtime to reach his total in a 1989 game).

No surprise that Johnson earned NFC Offensive Player of the Week recognition for his performance.

Trister went on to note that against the Cowboys, Johnson made almost every type of catch imaginable. In the first quarter, the seventh-year pro turned a short slant into an 87-yard gain by making a couple Cowboys miss in the secondary. When the drive almost stalled anyway, Matthew Stafford found Johnson on a quick pass to the right for a touchdown on fourth-and-goal from the 2.

Dallas, perhaps lulled into a false sense of security by four Detroit turnovers, never came close to controlling Johnson. With the Cowboys leading 27-17 in the fourth quarter, Stafford threw deep over the middle, where the 6-5 "Megatron" outjumped two defenders for a 54-yard gain.

"The guy goes up and makes a freak-show catch. He does it all the time," Stafford said. "The best thing about that dude is how humble he is and how much of a team player he is. I can't express it enough to you guys. I say it, you guys don't really know it because you're not in the locker room with him."

Johnson's 14th and final catch of the day put the Lions in position to win the game. He beat one defender and held onto the ball while being hit hard by another. The 22-yard gain gave Detroit the ball at the Dallas 1-yard line, and Stafford's quarterback sneak with 12 seconds left gave the Lions the win.

"Shoot, I'm going to get hit, so I might as well make the catch," Johnson said. "I've been in that situation plenty of times where I didn't come down with it. I was like, 'Shoot, you're going to get hit either way, so you might as well make it."'

Johnson already has five 200-yard receiving games in his career, tying Hall of Famer Lance Alworth's record.

"Honestly, when you look at the film, it sort of creeps up on you. You don't really see it as being that kind of day because you just expect so many of those plays," Detroit coach Jim Schwartz said. "He's a big-play machine. When he's covered, he's still open."

Before the 2012 season, the Lions gave Johnson a $132 million, eight-year contract -- and the size of that deal is almost an afterthought now because of how well he has played. On Sunday, Johnson overshadowed Dez Bryant, his Dallas counterpart, even though Bryant caught a couple touchdown passes himself.

"Nobody's Calvin Johnson. That's not a shot toward Dez," Burleson said. "You can't compare Calvin to mere mortals."

After Sunday's game, pretty much any superlative seemed to fit.

"I have not ever seen anything like that," receiver Kris Durham said. "As a receiver, you're like, yeah, 100 yards would be a great day. I can't tell you what 300 would do. That's probably more receiving yards than I've got on the season. So that tells you something right there."

Durham's close. He has 310 receiving yards, far fewer than Johnson's NFL-leading 821 yards -- and that's with missing a game to rest his ailing knee. But yes, on Sunday, Johnson had 19 more yards in one game than Durham has had all season.

The deep ball helped. Half of Johnson's catches were for 20 yards or more, according to ESPN Stats & Information. He's done that three times in his career now. No other receiver has done it even once since the beginning of the 2001 season.

And there really is no other parallel.

A few other tidbits from Profootballtalk.com's Michael David Smith: Johnson caught 87.5 percent of the passes thrown to him on Sunday, for 20.6 yards per attempt. He has 440 receiving yards in the last six quarters. Charles Rogers had 440 receiving yards in his NFL career. The Lions took both receivers with the No. 2 overall pick.

Megatron has 200-plus yards six times in his last 27 games, counting the playoffs. No one else in NFL history has six career 200-yard games. Randy Moss had 200 yards once in 226 career games. Larry Fitzgerald has never had 200 yards in 154 career games. Marvin Harrison never had 200 yards in 206 career games. Cris Carter never had 200 yards in 233 career games. Tim Brown never had 200 yards in 295 career games.

Meanwhile, as ESPN.com's Michael Rothstein suggested, there might be one thing even more amazing than what he did Sunday, how he played against Dallas. It might also be the scariest part of all of it.

He might not even be fully recovered from his leg injury yet.

"Just wait," head coach Jim Schwartz said. "Until he's 100 percent."

For the rest of the NFL, that might be the worst news of all. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Receiver Ryan Broyles will miss the rest of the season with a ruptured Achilles, an injury he suffered during Sunday's win.

Broyles had surgery to repair the injury Tuesday and the procedure was said to be a success.

This is the third straight season-ending injury for Broyles, whom the Lions selected in the second round of the 2012 draft.

Broyles tore his left ACL during his senior season at Oklahoma, then tore his right ACL during his rookie year with the Lions. Now Broyles will have to go through the recovery process again.

"If anybody can come back from it, he can," Schwartz said Monday.

Broyles had eight catches for 85 yards this season and has 30 catches for 395 yards and two touchdowns in his career.

Detroit will now look to Burleson, who is on his way back from a broken forearm, and Jeremy Ross to fill in for Broyles in the slot.

Burleson was seen catching footballs before Sunday's game.

That's the first time he's caught footballs during a workout open to the media, and is a sign he's on target to rejoin the team when it returns from its bye on Nov. 10 against the Chicago Bears.

"I'm trying to shoot for Chicago," Burleson said. "I just taped it up. I'm out of the brace now so I was able to catch a few balls before the game, just trying to get myself back in a rhythm.

"I have to jump in the water swimming. These guys are playing at a high level. So, I don't want there to be any drop off when I get back on the field."

Durham now has three or more catches in five straight games, and his 40-yard grab on Detroit's final drive, in which he used a slight, slick move to beat the Dallas cornerback to make some room for himself, was massive.

For a player who didn't appear to be a lock to make the team out of training camp, he has put himself in a position where he could be a valuable member of Detroit's offense for a while. ...

They will still scrutinize his mechanics and fret about his accuracy, but very few of Stafford's critics can question his mental and physical acuity when the game is on the line.

For the 12th time in his career, and for the ninth time in the final two minutes of a game, Stafford engineered a comeback victory. And for all the fourth-quarter comebacks and big plays he's made in the past, Stafford's fake-spike sneak against the Cowboys was among the most important.

Had Stafford not converted, Detroit would have struggled to get one more play off and it could have been the second straight week in which the Lions suffered a devastating final-seconds loss at home.

It could have been a play that potentially derailed the rest of Detroit's season. Instead, it was a play that could boost the franchise and its quarterback for a long time to come.

The Lions take a 5-3 record into the bye week.

Stafford, who passed for 488 yards, now has six career games of 400 or more yards passing. Only Hall of Famer Dan Marino had more in their first five seasons (seven). He also became the fastest quarterback ever to reach 15,000 yards. He's done it in 53 games. ...

Micheal Spurlock, who handled all the return duties for the first seven games, was a healthy scratch Sunday. Taking his place was Ross. He didn't return a punt and his one kickoff return went for 44 yards.

And finally. ... Burleson, who broke his forearm last month in a car crash that was caused by shifting pizza in his SUV, tweeted Sunday night that DiGiorno Pizza has sent him a year's worth of coupons for free pizza. Burleson also posted to Instagram a letter from the company, which read in part:

"Hello Nate, We hope you are feeling better after your recent car accident and are on the road to recovery. DiGiorno Pizza understands the challenges that come with carry out and delivery pizza so we're sending you a gift along with a year supply of DiGorno pizza so you can skip carry out." 
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The Lions are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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GREEN BAY PACKERS
Mike McCarthy has known for a while the Packers' running game would be in good shape.

"We'll be better, I promise you that," the eighth-year head coach said in June after one offseason practice. "You can write that down. In big letters."

Seven games into the season, McCarthy's team is delivering on his promise.

After rushing for 182 yards -- tying the team's season high -- during Sunday night's 44-31 victory over the Minnesota Vikings, the Packers are averaging 141.4 yards rushing per game (fourth in the NFL) and 4.8 yards per carry (tied for third in the NFL).

As the Associated Press noted this week, the Packers averaged 106.4 yards rushing per game (No. 20 in the league) and 3.9 yards per carry (22nd in the league) last year.

Since McCarthy took over as head coach in 2006, the highest the Packers have ever been ranked in rushing in the NFL is 14th in 2009 (117.8).

Only twice in 2008 and 2009, when Ryan Grant put together back-to-back 1,200-yard seasons -- have the Packers finished higher than 20th in rushing.

But when asked Monday whether it was gratifying to see his plan come to fruition, McCarthy took exception.

"Has it come to fruition? We're not even halfway through the season," McCarthy said. "We're getting better."

Against the Vikings, rookie Eddie Lacy ran 29 times for 94 yards and one touchdown (giving him 395 yards over the past four games). James Starks added 57 yards and a touchdown on seven carries in his first action since suffering a Week 3 knee injury at Cincinnati on Sept. 22.

After going 44 consecutive regular-season games without a 100-yard rusher, the Packers have had three of them (Starks, Lacy and No. 3 back Johnathan Franklin) in seven games.

"They're statistics. There's one statistic that counts and we're working our way toward it, and we're a long way from that," McCarthy said.

"Running the ball's part of it. We're getting better as a football team, particularly on offense, the way we're playing, we're utilizing our personnel. ... That's the way I look at it."

And what would qualify as his promise coming to fruition?

"When we're talking about it in February, right?" McCarthy said referring to the Super Bowl at the Meadowlands. "Isn't that what this is all about?"

In the meantime, it's hard to deny what a difference the running game has made in the Packers' offense.

While quarterback Aaron Rodgers remains the focal point, he is seeing defenses approach the Packers differently.

While playing two safeties deep to guard against the big-play passing game remains a key part of defensive game plans, Rodgers said the run game is "definitely changing the way teams are playing us."

Asked after Sunday night's victory if the run game has exceeded his expectations, Rodgers said: "I think that's safe to say. It definitely has. Eddie's done a great job, and then to get James back this week, he's a slasher in every sense of that word.

"He made some great cuts, (had a) big touchdown run for us. Eddie was just pounding it. He's tough to bring down, he's like a bowling ball in there. I'm really proud of the job those guys did, but the offensive line again deserves a lot of credit."

Not only are the Packers getting better execution from their offensive line and have better talent at running back, McCarthy and offensive coordinator Tom Clements said they have given Rodgers more responsibility in the run game.

"We've put more on the plate of our quarterback and he's handled it very well," McCarthy said. "I always worry about putting too much on the quarterback's plate because at the end of the day he's not paid to make run adjustments. He's paid to throw touchdowns."

Rodgers is doing that, too.

After completing 24 of 29 passes for 285 yards with two touchdowns and no interceptions (130.6 passer rating) against the Vikings while also getting into the running act with four scrambles for 34 yards, Rodgers has completed 167 of 249 passes for 2,191 yards with 15 touchdowns and four interceptions (108.0 rating) this season.

But in the running game, he's also making decisions on when and how to run the ball.

McCarthy has long had as a component in his offense run/pass option plays, on which Rodgers decides at the line of scrimmage whether to make it a run or pass play.

But this season, Rodgers is also making adjustments on run calls.

According to Clements, on many run plays, Rodgers comes to the line of scrimmage with a menu of variations on a run call and has the responsibility of selecting the best one.

"Aaron is a guy that I think takes pride in making correct adjustments to get us into a good plays. He's been very effective with that," Clements said.

"A lot of the runs we get, obviously we're getting great running and great blocking, but he's making some adjustments on his own or talking with the line on the sideline to get us in the proper play.

"It's a fine line. We don't want to overload him, we don't want overload any of our players. But we have smart players and they're able to make adjustments quickly."

The Packers make their first – and only – appearance of the season on "Monday Night Football" when the Chicago Bears come to Lambeau Field on Nov. 4. The Bears (4-3) will be coming off their bye week with a beat up defense. Look for the Packers' game plan to remain unchanged. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Jordy Nelson, the only one of the Green Bay Packers' top four receiving threats on the field Sunday night at the Metrodome, more than made his presence felt. Nelson caught seven of eight targeted passes for 123 yards, including two from the right slot.

"He's just so consistent," McCarthy said. "I like Jordy everywhere. Jordy just does it right all the time.

"He can play every position. He can run every route.

"His body language is something young receivers should take note of. He's an excellent target for a quarterback to throw to."

Nelson leads the team with 39 receptions for 649 yards (16.6) and seven touchdowns. It puts him on pace for personal bests in receptions with 89 and in receiving yards with 1,483.

They played without wide receivers Randall Cobb and James Jones, tight end Jermichael Finley and linebackers Clay Matthews, Nick Perry and Brad Jones.

But there were no new injuries after Sunday night's game. ...

Jones (knee) has missed the last two games. The playmaker, however, said after the win at Minnesota on Sunday night that he hopes he will be able to get back on the field for the Nov. 4 game against the Chicago Bears. Jones has been recovering from a sprained PCL in his left knee.

Tight end Ryan Taylor told the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel that his goal is to be ready for the Bears game Monday night.

Taylor underwent knee surgery after the Baltimore game when his knee swelled up and it was determined he needed to have some cartilage trimmed so it would stop pressing on a nerve. The procedure was fairly minor and Taylor was able to do some running in the Don Hutson Center last week.

"We're progressing along very well," Taylor said. "Tomorrow will be a milestone and we'll see how it feels and hopefully I'll be back soon. We'll see how it goes this week."

Matthews was also around and was sporting a hard cast on his hand. Matthews broke his thumb against Detroit, and underwent surgery to repair what is known as a "Bennett's fracture." The recovery time is anywhere from four to six weeks and it appeared that Matthews was still in the stage where the thumb must be completely immobilized.

ESPN has reported that Matthews will have the pins removed from the broken thumb on Nov. 4. ...

The Packers converted their first seven third downs and finished 13-of-18 for the game. At 72.2 percent, that was the highest third-down conversion rate in the NFL this season, bettering Denver's 69 percent against Dallas in Week 5, according to ESPN Stats & Information. They also converted both of their fourth-down attempts. ...

And finally. ... Finley does not believe the neck injury he sustained earlier this month will end his career.

Finley, in his first public comments since he was taken off Lambeau Field on a stretcher, authored a first-person account for Sports Illustrated's The MMQB of what he has been through since the Oct. 20 injury against the Cleveland Browns.

"Of course I plan to play football again," Finley wrote. "This is what I love to do. I love the game. I love Sundays. Based on the feedback I've received from doctors at this point, the question is not if I'll play again, but when."

Finley is scheduled to visit more medical experts this week before the Packers determine whether to place him on season-ending injured reserve, league sources told ESPN's Ed Werder.

Finley, who spent four nights in an area hospital -- including one night in intensive care -- said his motor skills, coordination and balance are all back to normal. He confirmed that he sustained a spinal cord contusion -- a two-centimeter bruise that is expected to heal.

"I'm getting anxious sitting around all day, but I know my neck is healing," he wrote. "I am confident that I will be part of a new case study of players who returned to football successfully after suffering neck and head trauma. Just like we see every year with ACL recovery, anything is possible when you combine drive and commitment with a tremendous support system and team, and amazing advances in science and medicine." 
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QB: Aaron Rodgers, Seneca Wallace 
RB: Eddie Lacy, James Starks, Johnathan Franklin, Michael Hill 
FB: John Kuhn 
WR: Jordy Nelson, James Jones, Jarrett Boykin, Miles White, Chris Harper, Randall Cobb 
TE: Andrew Quarless, Brandon Bostick, Jake Stoneburner, Ryan Taylor, Jermichael Finley 
PK: Mason Crosby 
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HOUSTON TEXANS
Case Keenum will start at quarterback in place of a healthy Matt Schaub when the Texans host division foe Indianapolis on Sunday night.

Head coach Gary Kubiak announced the decision Monday and said he had decided before the bye weekend to give Keenum a second straight start as the Texans try to end a five-game losing streak. Kubiak said the decision was not for the rest of the season, but is geared toward trying to keep the team going in the right direction following a close 17-16 loss to Kansas City in which Keenum played well.

"I've got to make decisions I think are best for the football team right now," Kubiak said. "The decision I made was based on what I saw take place last week with Case and him taking advantage of an opportunity. I want to see him move forward."

As Associated Press sports writer Darrell Lovell reminded readers, Keenum saw the first game action of his two-year career in the loss to the Chiefs. Teammates pointed to the energy he brought to the field while going 15 for 25 for 271 yards and a touchdown.

"I thought we went out and played better football and that's why we had a chance to win in Kansas City," Kubiak said. "I thought [Keenum] did some really good things. He's got to improve. This football team's got to improve around him."

Keenum said he needs to "get better in a lot of things," including making reads and picking up the types of blitzes he saw in the fourth quarter against Kansas City.

"I imagine we'll see it again," Keenum said of the pressure. "You put it on film and people see it. So correcting that is going to be big time."

Schaub, a seven-year veteran who was handpicked by Kubiak to replace David Carr in 2007, got off to a rough start leading the team to a 2-4 record before leaving a loss to the St. Louis Rams with an ankle injury.

"It's obviously very disappointing with all we've been through here and all we've done, but I'm part of the reason we're in this situation as a football team," Schaub said. "As a player and a competitor, I don't like it and I want to be out there. Obviously, I haven't played up to my standards this year. I think that's where it mostly stems from."

Schaub was back at practice Monday, but Keenum will get the reins of the offense knowing that he's starting not for injury reasons, but for his play on the field. Now he will get the chance to show it in front of the hometown fans.

"I imagine I'll have a few more goose bumps than I did last week," said Keenum, who starred at the University of Houston. "To play in Houston, to play at Reliant. I know Sunday night's going to be very special.

Who will line up behind Keenum is still in question. Starting running back Arian Foster (hamstring) worked only with the trainers Monday and Ben Tate (ribs) missed practice altogether.

Foster, who did not practice Wednesday, said Monday that he expects to practice this week and is working to be able to play on Sunday against the Indianapolis Colts.

Tate, who was limited Wednesday, said he expects to play Sunday. He said his condition will be much better this weekend than it was for most of the game against the Chiefs when he received a painkiller and played through his injury.

Kubiak doesn't sound so sure.

"I'm very concerned," the coach said. "We understand Ben's situation. I think they're both going to give us everything they can to try and play this week. I don't think we're going to know anything until later in the week, which is probably a good thing. I know it's a good thing we had the bye."

With both players out, running backs Deji Karim, Dennis Johnson and Ray Graham are working with the Texans this week. ...

For what it's worth, Schaub didn't take the out when ESPN.com's Tania Ganguli asked whether he felt he lost his job because of the injury.

"No, I don't know," Schaub said. "I think, obviously, I haven't played up to my standards this year. I think that's more where it stems from."

Ganguli went on to suggest it's entirely possible the Texans will continue to struggle and that Keenum's story is better than his production. It's also entirely possible that he plays exactly how his believers think he will and that he leads the Texans out of their quagmire. He could make his own fairy tale.

But it seems like Schaub's tenure in Houston will not have a happy ending. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Andre Johnson tied his season high with a 42-yard catch from Keenum at Kansas City. He finished with four receptions for 89 yards, a 22.3-yard average.

Randy Bullock hasn't missed a field goal in the last two games, connecting on three at Kansas City, including from 48 and 47 yards. He's made six in a row.

And for you IDP fans, the Sports Xchange believes J.J. Watt played his best game against the Chiefs. He led the team with six unassisted tackles. He had a sack, a forced fumble and a deflection. Defensive coordinator Wade Phillips said he thought Watt "was tremendous." 
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QB: T.J. Yates, Case Keenum, Matt Schaub 
RB: Arian Foster, Ben Tate, Deji Karim, Dennis Johnson, Ray Graham 
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
According to Associated Press sports writer Michael Marot, head coach Chuck Pagano walked into a refreshed meeting room Monday.

Players were focused, excited and eager to get back to work as they embark on a critical two-week stretch that could dictate their fate in the AFC South.

No, one week wasn't enough to get everyone healthy, but it was long enough to give these players time to rest, recover and recharge before turning their competitive switch back on.

"You've got to, you're a professional," cornerback Darius Butler told Marot. "Even on the off time, you're still watching film, still rehabbing, still talking to some of the guys. You've always got to stay tuned in and you're right back to it on Monday."

Little had changed since Pagano rewarded the Colts (5-2) for last week's win over Peyton Manning and previously unbeaten Denver by giving them one full week away from practice -- rather than just the four days required by NFL rules.

Tennessee (3-4) and Houston (2-5) both had bye weeks, too, leaving the AFC South title chase in exactly the same place the Colts left it.

Indy (5-2) was dealing with yet another homecoming, Andrew Luck's return to Houston where he played prep football, as they prepared for the two-time defending division champs.

And the Colts were still preparing for life without Reggie Wayne. The perennial Pro Bowl receiver, who is eighth in league history in receptions (1,006) and had season-ending surgery Friday for a torn anterior cruciate ligament in his right knee. It's the first time since 2002 that the Colts put together a game plan without Wayne in the mix.

"He's in good spirits, rehabbing three times a day, grinding it out as we would all expect. He's doing well," Pagano said. "He'll be back here eventually. As soon as they let him, he's good enough to travel and all that stuff."

In the meantime, the Colts must replace his productivity.

Darrius Heyward-Bey, Oakland's first-round pick in 2008, and T.Y. Hilton, a second-year receiver who led all rookies in TD receptions (seven) and set a franchise rookie record with five 100-yard games last season, will both be asked to do more.

Wideout LaVon Brazill, who missed the first four games of the season as he was serving a suspension for violation of the league's substance-abuse policies, should see his playing time increase over the remainder of the season. Brazil was impressive at times as a rookie last year but consistency issues led to limited work.

Tight end Coby Fleener, a second-round pick in 2012 who has played the past six seasons with Luck, is likely to play a bigger role in the offense, too.

On Monday, the Colts made it clear they expect another key cog from the Stanford class of 2012 to pitch in by promoting Griff Whalen from the practice squad to the active roster.

Whalen was an undrafted rookie who spent last season on injured reserve. He played in three games in September, caught two passes for 28 yards, then was cut and brought back to the practice squad Oct. 1.

"Very excited for Griff," Luck said. "It's a good chance for him. He's always been ready and ready to roll."

The Colts have to be ready to go, too.

They have no scheduled breaks between now and the Dec. 29 regular-season finale against Jacksonville and are about to face one of this season's most daunting stretches.

After visiting Houston this weekend, for a third straight prime-time game, they return home to face struggling St. Louis on Nov. 10 followed by yet another night game Nov. 14 at Tennessee.

Win all three and the Colts would extend their division lead, be 3-0 in division games -- with all three wins on the road -- and head into a well-deserved long weekend in control of the AFC South title chase.

The tough stretch starts Sunday against Houston, which has lost five straight and has gone from preseason Super Bowl contender to major disappointment in half a season.

As Marot pointed out, linebacker Brian Cushing is out with a season-ending knee injury, Case Keenum will make just his second NFL start at QB, running backs Arian Foster and Ben Tate and receiver Andre Johnson have played through injuries; tight end Owen Daniels out until December and opposing defenses have scored at least one touchdown in each of the past six weeks.

Indy is under no illusions, though. And after taking a weeklong break, the Colts are ready to go.

"They were sharp as a tack," Pagano said. "Moved around, fresh legs, that whole thing. They were excellent."

Other notes of interest. ... According to Indianapolis Star beat man Stephen Holder, it's difficult determining who has been more valuable to the Colts -- Luck or outside linebacker Robert Mathis.

Both are enjoying outstanding seasons and are major reasons the Colts are positioned to make a second consecutive playoff appearance.

Let's start with Luck. Forget the numbers. They're just not that exciting. He's 17th in passing yards (1,574) and completion percentage (60.7) and 22nd in yards per attempt (7.03). Holder contends you have to look deeper to fully appreciate his play in the more conservative Pep Hamilton-led offense.

Luck's greatest contributions are avoiding mistakes and making plays when they matter most. He's thrown just three interceptions and continues to show his propensity for excelling late in games. And this season, he has reinforced that he's a formidable athlete, showing elusiveness and aggressiveness as a runner.

Conversely, the numbers can't be ignored when it comes to Mathis. Entering Week 8, he had an NFL-high 11½ sacks and was tied for third in the league with three forced fumbles. ...

Fullback Stanley Havili has given the Colts' offense a different look. Havili was signed to be a blocking back to help improve the team's run game. But has also been active as a pass receiver, catching seven passes for 45 yards and a touchdown.

The Colts have lost starting RBs Vick Ballard (knee) and Ahmad Bradshaw (neck) for the season. Trent Richardson was added in a trade with Houston and has rushed for 228 yards this season. He is averaging 3.0 yards per carry and has rushed for two touchdowns. Donald Brown has added 195 yards in 33 carries and one TD in spot duty.

Luck has run for 183 yards in 28 carries and has scored three TDs.

Injuries along the offensive line have also hindered things. Still, as a team, the Colts are averaging 4.5 yards per carry this season. ...

On last note here: The team announced they had re-signed tight end Weslye Saunders, who has now fulfilled his eight-game suspension for a second violation of the league's performance-enhancing substances policy.

His next strike would trigger a one-year ban. 
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QB: Andrew Luck, Matt Hasselbeck 
RB: Trent Richardson, Donald Brown, Daniel Herron 
FB: Stanley Havili 
WR: Darrius Heyward-Bey, T.Y. Hilton, LaVon Brazill, David Reed 
TE: Coby Fleener, Dominique Jones, Jack Doyle, Weslye Saunders 
PK: Adam Vinatieri 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
As Profootballtalk.com's Michael David Smith framed it Monday: "The Jaguars aren't just bad, they're historically bad. After Sunday's 42-10 loss to the 49ers, the Jaguars are 0-8, and they're getting blown out, week in and week out, like no team since the 1944 franchise that merged the Cardinals and Steelers because players were scarce during World War II.

"I thought before the season that the Jaguars were the worst team in the league, but they're even worse than I thought they'd be. I figured they'd be your run-of-the-mill lousy 3-13 team. In reality, your run-of-the-mill lousy 3-13 team would be a double-digit favorite over these Jaguars. ..."

In fact, the Jaguars have now lost 13 consecutive games dating back to a 24-19 victory over Tennessee on Nov. 25, 2012. They have a bye week before returning to action at Tennessee on Nov. 10.

And as Florida Times-Union staffer Hays Carlyon put it, "The winless Jaguars don't enter their bye week with many positives."

However, the team does seem to be getting three-time Pro Bowl running back Maurice Jones-Drew going. At least somewhat.

Carlyon went on to concede Jones-Drew isn't churning out the production he did when he won the league rushing title in 2011. Still, he's been much more effective over the past four games than he was in the opening four of the season.

Jones-Drew set season highs for rushing yards (75) and total yards (122) in the Jaguars' 42-10 blowout loss to San Francisco on Sunday at Wembley Stadium.

The 28-year-old Jones-Drew carried 57 times for 138 yards (a 2.4-yard average) in the team's first four games. In the last four, he's run 65 times for 253 yards, a 3.9-yard average.

Jones-Drew was also used in the passing game more Sunday that in previous games. He caught six passes for 47 yards. The Jaguars hadn't been throwing to Jones-Drew much this season. He entered the game with 10 catches for 63 yards and had not caught more than two passes in any game.

"The more you're in space the better you start to feel," Jones-Drew said. "The more you get in the open field you get a feel for guys and how they tackle. You're able to make those X-factor plays."

Offensive coordinator Jedd Fisch thought Sunday was probably Jones-Drew's best of the season.

"I thought he ran the ball really hard today," Fisch said. "He showed good burst on the perimeter in the run game and the pass game. We thought it would almost be like a run to give him some perimeter throws. It would take 5 yards for them to get to him and he could pick up 7-8 yards."

Jones-Drew was able to break a 30-yard run after it looked like he'd be tackled at line of scrimmage. He also converted a fourth-down-and-1 situation, gaining 2 yards on a third-quarter drive.

"I just felt like he really ran hard," head coach Gus Bradley said. "We go for it on fourth down and they know we're going to run and he finds a way -- and on second-effort runs. His explosive run was on a second effort. I would say this was the best he looked."

Jones-Drew also got the most work he's received all season. After only getting nine carries in a 24-6 loss to San Diego last week, Jones-Drew ran 19 times, his second-highest total this season. His 25 total touches were a season high.

Jones-Drew made a nice adjustment on his 30-yard run. After he tried to work off right guard Uche Nwaneri, the hole quickly closed up. Jones-Drew stopped momentarily, and then bounced outside to get the big gain. Jones-Drew was upset he didn't gain more on the play.

"I have to work on my speed this offseason, but that comes with the territory when you come off [foot] surgery," Jones-Drew said. "Those guys on the line fought their butts off and I appreciate it. ..."

Let's hope MJD can build on that after the off week. ...

One thing the Jaguars might want to work on during the bye?

According to ESPN.com's Michael Di Rocco, the Jaguars' biggest offensive issue in 2013 is their ineffectiveness in the red zone. They scored just one field goal on three trips inside the red zone on Sunday, turning the ball over twice on downs after an incomplete pass and a 1-yard reception by Jones-Drew.

"Red zone really killed us," Chad Henne said. "We moved the ball down the field [and] did a good job. We need to capitalize and score touchdowns."

That's not out of character for this team, though. The Jaguars have scored only five touchdowns on 21 red zone trips this season.

That's a TD conversion rate of just 23.8 percent.

Henne has led the Jaguars to just one touchdown in nine red zone trips in the last three games and is riding a streak of seven consecutive red zone trips without a touchdown. He has thrown incomplete passes, been sacked, and failed to run for what would have been an easy first down in one instance.

Other notes of interest. ... The Jaguars are going to stick with Henne as their starting quarterback.

Bradley said Tuesday that Blaine Gabbert would remain on the bench even though he has recovered from a left hamstring strain he suffered against St. Louis on Oct. 6. Henne will remain the starter "right now," Bradley said.

"We'll continue to evaluate that," Bradley said. "That's what we will talk about in [the] personnel [meeting Tuesday night]. We will continue with Chad."

Henne has played in seven games and started five this season and has completed 60.6 percent of his passes for 1,450 yards and five touchdowns with three interceptions. He has started the last three games and thrown for 849 yards with one touchdown and three interceptions.

Gabbert has started three games and is completing 48.8 percent of his passes for 481 yards and one touchdown with seven interceptions, including three that were returned for touchdowns.

He missed the final two preseason games with a fractured right thumb, missed two more games with a severe cut on the back of his hand, and hasn't played since suffering the hamstring injury against the Rams. ...

According to Times-Union staffer Ryan O'Halloran, receiver Mike Brown continues to take advantage of the attention defenses are paying Cecil Shorts and Justin Blackmon.

In Week 7, his second game after missing four weeks with a broken bone in his back, Brown caught five passes for 120 yards against San Diego.

In Sunday's loss to San Francisco, Brown caught three passes for 43 yards, including his first NFL touchdown -- a 29-yard catch in the third quarter that was the Jaguars' only touchdown.

Since his return, Brown has 12 catches for 212 yards, not bad for a third option.

"They were really sitting on the underneath routes," Brown said. "I felt like I had an opportunity when their corner bit on the fake. Chad [Henne] did a great job of putting the ball out there. ..."

Shorts led the Jaguars receivers with seven receptions with 74 yards. Blackmon caught four passes for 31 yards but had a key drop. ...

Rookie Denard Robinson had only seven carries for 10 yards through seven games and was buried on the depth chart until Sunday.

But getting the nod over Jordan Todman when Jones-Drew needed a break, Robinson carried four times for 15 yards.

"I've been working on staying patient [in the running game]," Robinson said. "That was a great team to play against. Of course, I'm happy I got a little momentum, but I'm not happy we lost."

Said Bradley: "We decided to take a look at him. We felt like he had some good practices, and we really wanted to see him with an opportunity to carry the ball." 
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The Jaguars are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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KANSAS CITY CHIEFS
As Associated Press sports writer Dave Skretta noted this week, the 8-0Chiefs are off to the second-best start in franchise history, and can match the 2003 team that won its first nine games on Sunday at Buffalo. They've done it primarily by leaning on special teams and defense, which is on pace to set several NFL records.

The defense was at it again last weekend. The Browns closed within a field goal early in the second half, but Kansas City kept repelling them down the stretch. The Chiefs finally tacked on a sealing field goal in the closing seconds to wrap up the 23-17 victory, giving them eight wins in a season for just the second time in the past seven years.

At the midway point in the season, the Chiefs are within range of matching or surpassing the franchise record of 13 wins in a season reached most recently by the 2003 team, the only other one to start 8-0.

If there's ever cautionary tale, though, it would be those Chiefs.

After winning their first nine games, they lost the following week at Cincinnati, and then scuffled down the stretch. They earned a bye in the playoffs, but wound up losing to the Indianapolis Colts in the divisional round at Arrowhead Stadium.

Still, perfect starts at this juncture of the season generally portend good things.

Fifteen teams have won their first eight games since the league expanded to a 16-game schedule in 1978. Nine of them made the Super Bowl and eight of them won it, including the New Orleans Saints in 2009, which beat a Colts team that also won its first eight games.

The Atlanta Falcons were the only team to win its first eight games a year ago, and they reached the NFC championship game, where they lost to the San Francisco 49ers.

But previous teams also built their 8-0 records despite close calls, including the Falcons of last season, which had a pair of wins by a field goal or less.

"We're not trying to be the beauty queens. A win is a win," wide receiver Dexter McCluster said. "We know we're going to have to fight. This is the NFL. Teams are going to be good, going to play well. All we worry about is that win."

Skretta went on to note that critics will point to the Chiefs' soft schedule and the fact that they've been blessed by good health, but the fact remains that they're the lone unbeaten team left in the NFL.

They also have plenty of stiff tests still awaiting them.

After playing the Bills and getting a week off, they travel to Denver for a high-profile showdown with Peyton Manning and Co. They return home to face the upstart San Diego Chargers before their return game against the Broncos on Dec. 1.

The finish kick includes games against Washington, Oakland, Indianapolis and San Diego.

"We love what's going on around here as far as winning," linebacker Tamba Hali said. "None of us have been in this position where this team is 8-0. To keep winning, to go 1-0 every week, I think we have a sense of urgency to keep getting wins. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... While he did not throw the ball with great efficiency against Cleveland, Alex Smith continued to get done the most important thing, with the Chiefs winning their eighth straight game.

Plus, as the Sports Xchange notes, Smith was able to help the offense with his legs, as he ended up running six times for 40 yards, including a 23-yard scramble.

"If teams are going to play man (coverage) or play certain ways that they're not going to count the quarterback, then you're going to try to make they pay," Smith said. "I think you have to be smart with it. No question it's something I try to take pride in. Every week, a little bit here and there, a couple of conversions, those change games."

For the season, Smith is the Chiefs' No. 2 runner behind Jamaal Charles.

The quarterback has 258 yards on 49 carries, or 5.3 yards per carry. That's Smith's career high for rushing yards in a season and those results are already the fifth best rushing season by a quarterback in Chiefs history. With eight games, to play Smith has a shot at the team record, set by Tyler Thigpen in 2008 with 386 yards.

According to Kansas City Star beat man Randy Covitz, McCluster was convinced the Browns' defense forgot about him.

But Smith did not.

McCluster, the Chiefs' diminutive jack of all trades, ran a go-route between two defenders and hauled in Smith's 28-yard laser beam of a pass for a touchdown. It highlighted a busy day for McCluster, who matched his career best with a team-leading seven receptions for 67 yards, ran the ball out of the backfield once for 5 yards and returned five punts for 38 yards, including a long of 20 yards.

"As a player, you never know when it's going to be your day," said McCluster, who was targeted by Smith a team-high 10 times. "You just have to be there when it's time. I was able to get started early and get some balls early.

"You would think they would try and counter that with their defense. It was my opportunity, and I took advantage of it."

McCluster appeared to be shaken up at one point and required some medical attention, but he quickly returned to the game.

"I got hit right on my forearm," McCluster said. "Nothing big, nothing major, just a couple of scratches."

McCluster's 13 touches represented his most in a game this season, and while the Chiefs are looking for someone to lighten the burden on Charles', there has been a concern about how much contact the 170-pound McCluster can absorb.

"That's been the story of my life," McCluster said. "It's a game of hitting. I can take it as much as God lets me. I'm glad they trust me to go out there and make plays."

Smith expects to see more of McCluster in the game plan during the second half of the season.

"I think it was just a little taste of what he can do," Smith said of McCluster's performance. "He can do so many things. He handles everything naturally really well, and combine that with coach [Andy] Reid and (offensive coordinator) Doug Pederson, and their imaginations, and you get a lot of possibilities there."

Charles sustained a knee contusion in Sunday's game. He left the field for a possession and had what Reid said was "treatment" on the knee. He returned and finished out the game. On Monday, he was sore, but the injury is not considered serious. He was rested during Wednesday's practice.

Dwayne Bowe was able to play against Cleveland in Sunday's game, but his movements were limited by a groin strain that he suffered in practice on Thursday. Bowe proved to be a very good decoy, as he caught only one pass, but drew significant double coverage throughout the game. ...

Fullback Anthony Sherman scored the first touchdown of his three-year NFL career on Sunday on a 12-yard pass from QB Alex Smith. Sherman's last visit to the end zone was 35 months, ago when he scored on a touchdown catch for Connecticut in a victory over Cincinnati. ...

Tight end Kevin Brock, who was expendable with Anthony Fasano's return to the lineup, was released by the Chiefs on Tuesday.

The Chiefs have Fasano and Sean McGrath at tight end.

Fasano returned from knee and ankle injuries for the game two weeks ago against Houston, and Brock was inactive for both of the games. ...

As ESPN.com's Adam Teicher noted, after rolling up 20 points in the first half, the Chiefs were scoreless in the second half until Ryan Succop kicked a field goal with 17 seconds left. The Browns had allowed 31 points in each of their previous two games. The Chiefs even got a break in the fourth quarter when Cleveland's Davone Bess, who had possession at one point, fumbled a punt return without being hit.

The Chiefs recovered near midfield, but couldn't take advantage of the favorable field position. It's something they can work on. ...

Succop was named AFC Special Teams Player of the Week, after making three-of-four field goal.

He's been solid all year, making 15-of-18 field goals and all his extra points. 
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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: Anthony Fasano, Sean McGrath 
PK: Ryan Succop 
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MIAMI DOLPHINS
The Dolphins had little time Monday to dwell on their most dreadful day yet this year.

As Associated Press sports writer Steven Wine noted, after blowing a two-touchdown lead at New England to lose their fourth game in a row, the Dolphins must regroup quickly to face first-place Cincinnati on Thursday. The quick turnaround might be for the best, because the latest defeat was one to forget.

"Obviously we aren't at an all-time high right now," quarterback Ryan Tannehill said. "But we've got to get back on track. That's the only option we have with a short week. We've got to put this one behind us, learn from it and get ready to face a good team Thursday."

Regrouping won't be easy after the collapse at Foxboro. Miami (3-4) was outscored 24-0 over the final 24 minutes to lose 27-17, accelerating a tailspin that began after the Dolphins won their first three games.

"If you don't have a strong locker room, if you don't have good character individuals, I think it could be a concern," head coach Joe Philbin said. "I have a lot of faith in our guys. I believe in them. I think we'll get this thing right and fixed. We have to do it quickly; this is a good team coming in here on Thursday night."

The Dolphins have gone more than five weeks without a victory, and they'll be hard-pressed to end the drought against Cincinnati (6-2). The AFC North leaders extended their winning streak to four games Sunday by drubbing the Jets 49-9.

Sacks and turnovers were again the most glaring problems in the Dolphins' latest loss, but there's also a new, troubling trend. They had a shot at winning in the fourth quarter in each of the past three games but were outplayed each time.

"We've been a really good first-half team, but we're not a really good second-half team right now," receiver Mike Wallace said. "We have to do a better job to close out games. We just have to step on their throat. We can't let up, that's all -- the whole team, in all three phases."

Tannehill's play has regressed in recent weeks, and the second-year quarterback has been especially erratic late in games, with a passer rating of 60.9 in the fourth quarter this season.

Poor protection remains part of the problem, despite the acquisition of left tackle Bryant McKinnie, who started Sunday after three days of practice with the Dolphins. The Patriots blitzed relentlessly in the second half, and Tannehill was sacked six times to tie his season high. His 32 sacks lead the NFL.

At times the Dolphins seemed ill-prepared to block blitzers, while receivers struggled to get open despite one-on-one coverage. The result was a sorry flurry of turnovers.

Tannehill lost a fumble on a sack and threw two interceptions, all after halftime. He's tied for third in the NFL with 14 turnovers -- five lost fumbles and nine interceptions.

As ESPN.com's James Walker suggests, the book is out on Tannehill. More often teams are blitzing and looking to force turnovers. An important part of Tannehill's growth will be improving on picks and ball security.

The Dolphins ran for a season-high 156 yards, but their run-pass balance again drew second-guessing. Offensive coordinator Mike Sherman is calling pass plays two-thirds of the time this season, which is fourth-highest in the league.

Compounding Miami's offensive problems, receiver Brandon Gibson was sidelined by a knee injury that forced the team to place him on season-ending IR. He has three of the nine touchdown catches Tannehill has thrown to wideouts in his 23 starts.

Newcomer Wallace, meanwhile, has only one score this year. Acquired last offseason to stretch defenses, he's on pace for career lows in receiving yardage and touchdowns.

Rookie kicker Caleb Sturgis is in a slump, too. He made his first 10 field-goal tries but is now 11 for 15, with one attempt blocked Sunday and another bouncing off the upright.

The defense hasn't been good enough to win lately, either. Miami ranks in the middle of the NFL pack in run defense, pass defense and takeaways, and has allowed 20 points or more in six consecutive games.

But while the Dolphins' woes are numerous, Wallace said the solution is simple.

"We go to work. That's all you can do," he said. "Sitting here and saying that isn't going to get it done."

The Dolphins are in danger of finishing below .500 for the fifth consecutive season, but even by their recent low standards, the current losing streak is a long one. Only one other time since 2007 have they lost four games in a row. ...Tannehill must have a better performance for Miami to end its losing streak. ...

Other notes of interest. ... With Gibson's season over, the Dolphins are thin at receiver and will most likely add another player at that position soon. Miami currently has Wallace, Brian Hartline and second-year receiver Rishard Matthews on the 53-man roster. Ryan Spadola and Nathan Palmer also are on the practice squad.

Gibson was a favorite of Tannehill and will be hard to replace in the slot.

For now the pressure is on Matthews to step up. The Dolphins like to run a lot of three-receiver sets, which would require Matthews to get a lot of playing time. Miami could also change its offense and go to more two tight-end sets.

Gibson was quietly on of this year's best free-agent pickups for Dolphins general manager Jeff Ireland. Now, Ireland must come up with another solution to keep Miami's passing offense going. ...

On the other hand, Wallace, who signed a $60 million contract during the offseason, is starting to be question by local fans. Wallace has 30 receptions for 398 yards and one touchdown. Despite being targeted a team-leading 64 times he's tied for second in receptions, second in yards and third in touchdowns.

Worth noting, Wallace remains frustrated and had another conversation with Sherman about it in recent days, Barry Jackson of the Miami Herald reports..

"We've got to be able to throw the ball deep," said Wallace, whose seven drops are third most in the league. "We have to be able to back people up and not have people sitting us. We have to balance it out."

Sherman said he has tried to throw deep, but "for whatever reason, something has happened here or there."

Tannehill's critical fumble Sunday was supposed to be a deep throw, but it was doomed by another pass protection breakdown. ...

For the record, the Dolphins worked out four wide receivers on Tuesday and signed none of them, Aaron Wilson of the National Football Post reports.

The audition included Mohamed Massaquoi, the former Cleveland Browns second-round draft pick who has also played for the Jaguars and the Jets. He has caught 118 career passes for 1,745 yards and seven touchdowns.

They also worked out former New York Jets wide receiver Ben Obomanu, former Jaguars, Lions and Cardinals wide receiver Mike Thomas and former Broncos, Lions and Ravens wide receiver Matt Willis. ...

Lamar Miller had a season-best 89 yards in 18 carries against New England. Miller now has 77 carries for 343 yards, 4.5 yards per carry.

Tight end Michael Egnew continues getting positive feedback from playing fullback. Egnew, a third-round pick who was only on the active roster for two games last season, only has two receptions for 19 yards, but his blocking skills have turned heads. ...

And finally. ... Another issue arose after the Patriots game when center Mike Pouncey was served with a subpoena from the Massachusetts state police relating to former Patriots tight end Aaron Hernandez, who is accused of murder.

Pouncey, a teammate and friend of Hernandez from their college days at Florida, was served as he emerged from the locker room at Gillette Stadium. He didn't comment after the game and didn't comment after Monday's nighttime walk-through practice.

Pouncey met with the media for the first time Tuesday since being subpoenaed. When asked specifically about the legal situation, Pouncey declined comment.

"I will answer any football-related questions," Pouncey said after practice in the locker room. "I can't speak about anything legally."

Pouncey has not been charged with a crime. But this legal situation has caused a stir. Miami players and coaches have been asked about Pouncey's legal matters the past two days.

Pouncey said he plans to "go out and play a good game" on Thursday. The center said he's not going to let his legal issues be a distraction.

"Not at all," Pouncey said. "We're focused on the Cincinnati Bengals right now. We understand that it's a short week. We're all professionals, so our main focus is on this football game." 
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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
It's not looking good. ... The Vikings' defense can't stop anybody. There's a different quarterback under center every week. And the coaching staff is stepping out onto thinner and thinner ice with each successive blowout loss.

Other than that, things couldn't be going better for them.

As Associated Press sports writer Jon Krawczynski notes, the Vikings (1-6) have already lost as many games as they did all of last season while making a surprising run to the playoffs. After getting hammered by the Green Bay Packers in a 44-31 loss on Sunday night that was nowhere near as close as the final score indicated, head coach Leslie Frazier finds himself trying to come to grips with a season that looks all but lost.

"There was no scenario going through my mind that would put us at 1-6 in this juncture," Frazier said. "Looking at the way our games have transpired, I do understand why we are where we are. I do believe we can get some things fixed and get going here. There's definitely some things we have to work on to get done, but I do believe it's possible to get it done."

Frazier declined to identify a starting quarterback for the Cowboys game this Sunday. The Vikings have changed starting quarterbacks, either because of injury, ineffectiveness or both, five times in their last six games, and all indications are another change will be made this week.

Christian Ponder started against the Packers because the recently acquired Josh Freeman had a concussion. But Ponder failed to seize the opportunity after being benched a month ago, looking skittish in the pocket and unable to work through his progression of receivers with any efficiency.

Veteran Matt Cassel is the only quarterback to win a game for the Vikings this year, but Frazier said Monday that Freeman or Ponder will start against the Cowboys.

"He's done everything we've asked him to," Frazier said of Cassel. "He's practiced well, prepared well. He was ready yesterday if needed be, and he'll continue to work as hard he can. I don't know if there's any one thing I can point to and say why it's Christian and Josh in this determination."

For the record, Frazier told reporters on Wednesday that he had an idea who was going to start against the Cowboys this week, but he didn't plan to reveal his decision until later in the week.

As long as Freeman is fully healthy, he is the likely choice. He had a terrible debut against the Giants two weeks ago, but the Vikings want to get a long look at him to see if he could be their quarterback of the future.

And while Frazier has heard fans calling for his ouster, the team still seems to stand firmly behind him.

"Coach can't get out there and throw a pass or run, or block," Adrian Peterson said. "It's on us as players to make this turnaround."

Something has to give.

In their past three games, the Vikings have sandwiched two blowouts at home (as ESPN.com's Ben Goessling pointed out, they dressed up Sunday's final score with two touchdowns in the final five minutes) around a road loss to the previously winless New York Giants.

The past two defeats have been on national TV, and the Vikings have now given up at least 31 points in five of their seven games -- an especially harmful statistic for Frazier since (A) he is a former defensive coordinator and (B) it is outside the purview of the Vikings' quarterback rotation.

There are issues on special teams, as well. The 93-yard punt return the Vikings allowed to Micah Hyde effectively nullified Cordarrelle Patterson's 109-yard return of the opening kickoff. Even though the Vikings have three return touchdowns this season, they've also allowed three returns of at least 75 yards.

It's tough to blame the Vikings' issues just on their cycle of quarterbacks, though that hasn't helped to set a direction for the team, and when wider issues crop up, the head coach often pays the price.

Goessling doesn't believe the blame for should not fall solely on Frazier or his coaching staff. General manager Rick Spielman chose to spend the team's offseason money on the offense. In a passing league, the Vikings' roster looks ill-equipped to win, with an inexperienced secondary and no coherent plan at quarterback.

But unless the Vikings' owners step in and order a complete overhaul of the front office, Spielman might stay on the grounds that he hasn't gotten to pick his head coach; Frazier was the Vikings' interim coach, and became the head coach, before Spielman's title changed from VP of player personnel to general manager in 2012.

Whether or not that's fair, or the correct strategy, it's often how the business works, and it might be how things play out in this case.

Frazier might have more time largely because there's not an obvious interim candidate on his coaching staff -- there's no Leslie Frazier waiting in the wings, so to speak -- and the Vikings' coordinators have struggled in their own right this season. Several veteran defenders voiced frustration Sunday night, but no one has suggested the Vikings have stopped playing for Frazier yet, and owner Zygi Wilf said after the Giants game that he wasn't considering any staff changes, adding, "This is our team. I'm sticking with it."

Still, the conditions appear to be gathering for a change. Games such as Sunday's loss can be a body blow for an unstable coach. Frazier got his current job after one like this in 2010.

Did I mention something's got to give?

The Cowboys' defense could help as the Vikings head to Dallas to take on the NFC East-leaders. But that means their own defense has to show up, too. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Peterson rushed 13 times for the second consecutive week. He gained 60 yards and scored a touchdown against the Packers, comparatively better than the season-low 28 yards he ground out last week against the New York Giants.

But Peterson vowed to maintain order.

"That's what leaders do on this team," Peterson said. "If we start cracking, then the rest of the team will start cracking as well. Stay as positive as possible and continue to work. I feel good about guys' mind-sets. They're going to continue to fight. That's all you can ask being 1-6.

"I didn't sense anyone giving up. The effort was there. We just weren't able to execute in all phases. That's what we needed to do to beat the Packers."

As for the ice possibly melting under Frazier, Peterson told the St. Paul Pioneer Press the players need to take ownership of the Vikings' collective failures.

"We have good game plans," he said. "Coaches can't get out there and throw a pass or run or block. It's on us as players to make this turn around."

Despite putting up 31 points, the Vikings gained just 243 total yards. They never established an offensive rhythm. Peterson's longest run was a 17-yard bull rush early in the second quarter.

Peterson was unbothered by the hamstring injury he blamed for his unproductive performance in the Meadowlands. He was poised to regain his form against a team Peterson tormented during his dash to 2,097 yards in 2012.

That season, he rushed for 409 yards in two games against the Packers, including 199 in the regular-season finale that vaulted the Vikings into the playoffs and left Peterson just nine yards shy of Eric Dickerson's single-season NFL record.

But Peterson only has two games of 100-plus yards this season. He is on pace for 1,305 yards, which would be his lowest output in a full season since 2010. (He finished with 970 yards in 2011 after missing four games because of injury.)

"It's black and white. We all know what it is," Peterson said. "Last week the offense didn't play great. We didn't play that great tonight. Our defense struggled a little bit. We've just got to put it all together. If we can do that, we can get this thing back. ..."

Tight end Kyle Rudolph was Ponder's most popular target. Of course, that's not saying much when an offense possesses the ball for only 19 minutes, 6 seconds. Rudolph is becoming the mop-up guy in lopsided losses. He had a team-high four catches while being targeted four times. He finished with 51 yards, his second-highest total of the season.

Tight end Rhett Ellison (ankle) didn't play Sunday. The Vikings expect to get him back this week. His value has been on special teams since fullback Jerome Felton returned from his suspension. Running back Matt Asiata (shoulder) didn't play Sunday. He's day-to-day, according to Frazier. He's mostly a special teamer since Peterson handles nearly all of the carries and backup Toby Gerhart comes in on some third downs (and as we saw Sunday, during blowouts). ...

Patterson set a record to open Sunday night's game against Green Bay at the Metrodome by returning a kickoff 109 yards for a touchdown. It's a mark that can only be tied, never broken. The previous record for longest kickoff return was 108 yards. It was accomplished by Ellis Hobbs on Sept. 9, 2007, for New England at the New York Jets, Green Bay's Randall Cobb on Sept. 8, 2011, against New Orleans and Jacoby Jones on Oct. 14, 2012, for Baltimore against Dallas.

Patterson also tied the NFL record for the longest play ever, another mark that can never be broken. Antonio Cromartie of San Diego returned a missed field 109 yards for a touchdown against Minnesota at the Metrodome on Nov. 4, 2007.

Patterson's return means the two longest plays in NFL history and the longest run in NFL history have all been at the Metrodome. Tony Dorsett of Dallas went 99 yards for a touchdown during the 1982 season.

The rookie was named NFC Special Teams Player of the Week for the effort. 
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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
As Associated Press sports writer Howard Ulman put it this week, "The New England Patriots' season is half over.

"Sometimes it seems as if it's still training camp. ..."

Indeed, young receivers are getting in sync with Tom Brady. Undrafted rookies are starting on the defensive line.

And a once-dominant team is searching for consistency.

Somehow, they're 6-2 and leading the AFC East by two games.

"We're trying," Brady said. "There are a lot of things we can do better."

That message was received at halftime of Sunday's 27-17 win over the Miami Dolphins, the latest in a season-long line of mediocre opponents.

The Patriots went into the locker room trailing 17-3 after gaining just 59 yards. Brady was intercepted on his first pass, threw for just 25 yards and had a miserable 38.0 passer rating in the first two quarters.

"The first half was brutal," tight end Rob Gronkowski said.

But they scored touchdowns on two of their first three possessions in the third quarter.

And the Dolphins missed a field-goal attempt when the ball hit the right upright, then lost a fumble that led to the Patriots second touchdown that tied the game 17-17.

It was 20-17 when substitute cornerback Marquice Cole, playing because of a groin injury to Kyle Arrington, intercepted a pass tipped by safety Devin McCourty and managed to get both feet inbounds.

That set up an 82-yard drive with Stevan Ridley running the last 3 for the final points of the game midway through the fourth quarter.

But there is plenty of room for improvement on a team trying to fill holes.

Rookie wide receivers Kenbrell Thompkins and Aaron Dobson are playing positions handled last season by Wes Welker and Brandon Lloyd, who combined for 192 catches.

Free agents Chris Jones and Joe Vellano are filling in at defensive tackle for injured Vince Wilfork and Tommy Kelly. Star linebacker Jerod Mayo is on season-ending injured reserve.

Add starting right tackle Sebastian Vollmer to the list of sidelined players. Vollmer needed surgery to repair a broken right leg, which was performed on Monday.

Brady appeared to have a swollen right hand in pictures shown on television and threw only eight passes in the first half, nearly all of them short.

As ESPN.com's Field Yates noted, it's not clear whether Brady's hand is the primary issue that led to a shaky performance yielding the following stat line Sunday: 13-of-22 for 116 yards, with one touchdown and one interception.

The last time Brady threw for 116 or fewer yards was Dec. 20, 2009, when he had 115 in a 17-10 win against the Bills in frigid Western New York. We have to go back to 2006, when he had a 78-yard performance against Miami, and then followed it up with a 109-yard effort against Houston, for the times before that.

But you have to hand it to Brady; he isn't using the hand as an excuse.

"My hand is perfect," he said.

It's not bothering you?

"Absolutely not," he responded.

But it looked swollen on television.

"I didn't know that anyone knows what the back of my right hand looks like," he said. "It looks fine to me. It feels good, so I'll be out there next week, you don't have to worry about that."

And he has plenty of time to improve on the worst statistical year of his career.

"It's still early in the season," Cole said Monday. "We just want to hit our stride at the right time. As the year gets older and older then you want to get better and better. And I believe we're doing that each week, getting better and better."

As Ulman suggested, that may be because the opposition doesn't.

Like the Steelers.

They visit Gillette Stadium on Sunday with a 2-5 record, tied for the second worst in the AFC.

The Patriots have the NFL's best home regular-season record, 77-15, since they moved there in 2002.

This season, they've played just two teams who currently have winning records, losing to the Cincinnati Bengals 13-6 and beating the New Orleans Saints 30-27 on a touchdown pass with 5 seconds left. Only two of their six wins have been by more than seven points.

The Patriots have a bye week after facing the Steelers then play two teams, the Carolina Panthers and Denver Broncos, who now have winning records. But each of their last five opponents is under .500 and the Patriots are in good shape to win the weak AFC East for the 10th time in 11 years.

"We're at a decent place in our division," Brady said. "Would we love to be 8-0? Sure. So would every other team in the NFL. We're 6-2. We're fighting through it. ..."

Worth noting: The New England Patriots have scored 27 or more points in each of the past three games, with the win over Miami highlighted by a 24-point second half. That marked the highest-scoring half for the team this season. ...

Other notes of interest. ... During the game, it was difficult to comprehend why the team's best pure rusher, Ridley, was seemingly used so sparingly.

As ESPN.com's Mike Reiss notes, one theory floated from this perspective on Twitter was that perhaps it was a result of some in-house discipline for his actions on a touchdown run last week (he high-stepped it in), but that probably wasn't it.

Reiss' educated guess is that Ridley's lack of snaps were combination of: 1) Brandon Bolden being viewed as the best pass-protecting back and that being prioritized in this week's plan based on the varied blitzes the Dolphins had shown on film; 2) A rotation with LeGarrette Blount in the "big back" role that limited overall opportunities for both because the Patriots didn't have a lot of plays.

Had the Patriots sustained more drives, the substitution pattern between Blount and Ridley likely would have been seen more clearly.

The substitution pattern showed up by looking closely at the team's longest drives -- on the 15-play, second-quarter march, Ridley took all the "big back" snaps while Bolden was on for the "passing back" snaps; and on the 13-play fourth-quarter drive, Blount took all the "big back" snaps but one, while Bolden took the "passing back" snaps. ...

At receiver, Dobson was the primary "X" option, over Thompkins. His 14 snaps for Thompkins were a season-low. ... Austin Collie continues to work himself into the receiver mix, even though it was a quiet game for him on the stat sheet (no catches), as his 33 snaps were a season-high in the three games he's played (26 vs. Jets; 9 vs. Saints). ...

Overall, Reiss notes there seemed to be more of a liberal mix of substitutions at receiver between Danny Amendola (39), Julian Edelman (33) and Collie (33). ...

Gronkowski continues to be eased into the mix, as he played fewer snaps (33) than last week (51).

The bad news? Gronk showed up on Wednesday's injury report listed as questionable with a sore hamstring (in addition to the usual back and forearm listings). Brady practiced fully Wednesday. Safe to say I'll have more on their status when Late-Breaking Updates crank up late tonight. ...

Amendola (concussion/groin) returned to action Sunday after sitting out with a concussion suffered two weeks earlier against the Saints. He finished with three catches for 15 yards against Miami.

Receiver Josh Boyce, a fourth-round rookie, was a healthy scratch for the third straight week.

Cornerback Aqib Talib missed his second straight game with the hip injury suffered two weeks ago against the Saints. The injury is similar to one that cost the cornerback time late last season. He did practice on a limited basis all last week.

Leon Washington was inactive for the third straight week with an ankle injury. He has not practiced since suffering the injury in Week 5 at Cincinnati.

Stephen Gostkowski continued a tremendous season. He was two-for-two on field goals and is now 21-for-22 on the season. That includes nine of more than 40 yards, including a 48-yarder against the Dolphins. 
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QB: Tom Brady, Ryan Mallett 
RB: Stevan Ridley, Brandon Bolden, LeGarrette Blount, Leon Washington, Shane Vereen 
FB: James Develin 
WR: Danny Amendola, Kenbrell Thompkins, Julian Edelman, Aaron Dobson, Austin Collie, Matt Slater, Josh Boyce 
TE: Rob Gronkowski, Michael Hoomanawanui, Matthew Mulligan 
PK: Stephen Gostkowski 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
According to New Orleans Times-Picayune staffer Larry Holder, "Through the first quarter and a half Sunday, the Saints' offensive unit resembled a bunch still enjoying the bye week.

"The swarming, bullying Saints defense created numerous opportunities to hammer the Buffalo Bills into submission early. But penalties, a lack of execution and two missed Garrett Hartley field-goal attempts allowed the Bills to linger -- and even take a lead. ..."

Holder went on to suggest that served as the wake-up call as quarterback Drew Brees and the Saints' offense promptly ended the first half with two impressive scoring drives, propelling New Orleans to a 35-17 home win over the Bills.

The win keeps the Saints (6-1) in the thick of the race for the NFC's best record and firmly atop the NFC South.

Brees, who finished with five touchdown passes and 332 yards, helped break open the game, finding a wide-open Kenny Stills for a 69-yard touchdown pass to give the Saints a 14-10 advantage in the second quarter. After the defense forced a Buffalo three-and-out, the Saints put together another scoring drive late in the first half, ending with Jimmy Graham's 15-yard touchdown reception for a 21-10 lead at the break.

"Those (two scores) were important," head coach Sean Payton said. "Up until that point we had done just a number of things poorly. Credit Buffalo, they made plays when they needed to and went ahead. We looked sloppy in all three areas.

"That starts with me and the staff and right through to the players. We have to look closely at it. The last two times we have come out to play, New England and here today, the first halves weren't very good and we have to get that cleaned up."

Payton pointed to the team's eight penalties for 59 yards and substitution problems as two of the major thorns in the Saints' side.

Brees said Payton drove home the same point during halftime and during his postgame speech in the locker room.

"I'd say the standards around here are high," Brees said. "We set the bar very high. Even though we come out and score 35 points, not turn the ball over and we do a lot of good things, we could have done much better. And when we get into games and in situations where there's more at stake, the games are tougher or whatever it might be, on the road or this and that, you can only get away with certain things so many times before they start to bite you.

"Some of those mistakes need to be corrected. They've shown up too many times. That's our job as football players to get in and see it, make the correction and make sure it doesn't happen again."

On the brighter side, Graham rebounded from having no catches against New England and the foot injury he sustained in the second half of that game. Graham saw limited action by design but caught two touchdowns, with his second TD coming on a 13-yard reception about midway through the third quarter to push the Saints ahead 28-10.

"I just went out there and played," Graham said. "Obviously, if I'm healthy enough to be out there then I'm going to play full speed. I'm not going to touch the brakes at all."

Stills also hauled in two TDs during his three receptions for 129 yards. His 42-yard catch rounded out the scoring Sunday. Lance Moore returned after missing the past three games with a hand injury to snag the first of Brees' five scoring passes.

"You never know whose day it is going to be," said Brees, who completed passes to 10 receivers. "We always come in with a game plan that has opportunities for everybody. We just see how it unfolds. Did we know Kenny Stills was going to have three catches for (129) yards and two touchdowns? No. Those were two huge plays that he was able to get open.

"Jimmy Graham was in limited action, but he made the most of his opportunities with two touchdowns. Everyone else just contributed like they always do. I feel like the opportunities call for everybody. Ben Watson comes up with a couple of big catches. Josh Hill had a couple of big catches. We are just starting to spread the ball around and get everyone involved. As long as we score points, that's all that matters."

Worth noting. ... Graham dealt with an ankle injury in 2011 and a lingering wrist injury through 2012. But his latest injury, a partially torn plantar fascia, which is located in the arch of the foot, has him in pain with nearly every step. And while he was used mainly in the red zone and in a two-minute situation near the end of the first half, Graham caught all three passes thrown his way for 37 yards and two touchdowns.

"You know me, it doesn't matter how I feel," Graham said. "I'm very competitive. I want as many opportunities as I can get to help this team. But I'm just going to do what they ask me to do and what my body allows me to do. So we're going to take this day by day still."

Graham played 15 of 47 offensive snaps in the first half before coming in for one play in the third quarter, which resulted in a 13-yard touchdown reception. His day was done after that as Payton said he'd planned for Graham to play a lower snap count than usual.

Graham has been worked sparingly since Oct. 13, when he injured his foot against the New England Patriots. He had the bye week to rest and get treatment, and didn't return to practice until the Friday before the Bills game.

Although he was a game-time decision Sunday, the reasoning behind Graham's questionable status on the injury report was more about how he could handle the pain, rather than him possibly aggravating the injury.

"It's just how much pain can you endure?" Graham said. "And you know, I'm pretty good at that."

Payton said the risk of re-injuring the foot was the same Sunday as it would be next month or at the end of the season, which made him feel comfortable inserting Graham into the starting lineup.

"It was just a matter of can he function and can he move in and out of a cut," Payton said. "He was able to during the pregame workout like we talked about, so we kept him up and put him in a certain amount of packages that was below his normal snap count. But it worked well and I thought he handled it well."

The Saints used several two-tight end sets when Graham was on the sideline, working in veteran Ben Watson and rookie Josh Hill. Watson had three catches for 45 yards, and Hill caught two passes for 17 yards.

"Today I was limited, so my opportunities were slim," Graham said. "But Ben did a great job, Josh did a great job. We have great depth at this position, so if I happen to be down, or I need some more time, Ben and Josh can do more than just an OK job.

"Ben is a 10-year vet who's played on great teams and looks like he's 18 still. Josh is a young kid who's learning and as you saw today, made some nice plays today."

The one thing Graham changed Sunday? His celebratory post-touchdown dunking routine was a little more cautious than normal.

"Oh no, I still dunked it," Graham said. "But I dunked off my right foot, because I can do both. So this time I just jumped off the right foot and dunked with the left (hand). There will never be a moment I won't dunk it. ..."

Let's hope it's a regular occurrence in coming weeks. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As Times-Picayune staffer Katherine Terrell notes, Brees now has 48,209 career yards. He is only the sixth quarterback in NFL history to surpass the 48,000-yard mark. His five-touchdown performance was the eighth of his career and broke a tie with Denver Broncos quarterbackPeyton Manning for the most in NFL history.

Brees has 22 career regular-season games with four or more touchdown passes, which is No. 3 all-time behind Manning (25) and Dan Marino (23).

Stills, who caught two touchdown passes Sunday, was the first Saints rookie to do so since Marques Colston caught two against the Baltimore Ravens on Oct. 29, 2006.

"I think that Kenny Stills continues to really play well at a high level and at a consistent level where he's made some big plays for us," Payton said of the rookie, who has six catches for 193 yards and three touchdowns over the past two games.

Running back Travaris Cadet was a healthy inactive for Sunday's game even though the Saints were already down one running back with Mark Ingram out again.

Ingram was sidelined for the fifth game in a row with a tie injury and it's not known when he might return. ...

Hartley missed both of his field goal attempts Sunday, which snapped a streak of seven straight successful kicks. The first, from 47 yards, took a nasty snap-turn to sail wide left. The second, from 38 yards, went straight all the way, but it started too far left. Hartley, who has been through slumps before, should be fine.

But ESPN.com's Mike Triplett believes it's probably important that he makes the next one to keep the drama at bay.

Meanwhile, Wednesday's practice report includes Graham and Stills (knee) working on a limited basis. Ingram worked fully. 
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QB: Drew Brees, Luke McCown, Ryan Griffin 
RB: Darren Sproles, Pierre Thomas, Kihry Robinson, Travaris Cadet, Mark Ingram 
FB: Jed Collins 
WR: Marques Colston, Lance Moore, Kenny Stills, Nick Toon, Robert Meachem, Andy Tanner 
TE: Jimmy Graham, Ben Watson, Josh Hill 
PK: Garrett Hartley 
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NEW YORK GIANTS
Don't look now, but the 2-6 New York Giants are only two games out of first place in the NFC East with a lot of football still left to be played.

However, as far as the Giants are concerned, the standings don't matter right now, not even after they strung together two wins in a row, including their most recent one against the Philadelphia Eagles, which gives them a 1-1 record in the division.

While the players certainly don't want to trade the results for the alternative, they are not naive enough to think that their two-game winning streak can erase the stench of their six-game losing streak to start the season.

The Giants, under head coach Tom Coughlin, have never finished worse than 5-3 at the midway point of any season. Thus the team is entering uncharted waters as it heads into its bye week.

So how do they approach the rest of the schedule?

"For us I think we just have to continue to do what we've done the last two weeks and that's work our butts off in practice," said defensive end Justin Tuck.

"Make sure that we come back next week with that same hunger, with that same mentality going into practice and earn the right to win. It's really that simple."

There's still work to be done, though, before the Giants even want to hear the word "playoffs" mentioned in the same sentence as their team name. That's why the coaching staff, which will remain around the facility for a few days to do some self-scouting on the team so that when the players return, the coaches will have some concrete feedback to offer.

"The priority is getting them resting and healthy," Coughlin said of the lack of time to actually install any corrections identified by the coaching staff. "That's what's going to happen here.

"When the players come back, the first thing they'll be offered in the meeting (is) what we call a worst to best evaluation of where we are."

When they do return, Tuck said it's important that the players keep their eyes firmly on the upcoming opponent and nothing else.

"We can't allow ourselves to think about the past or future, all we can think about is what's next," he said. "We can control what we can control and that's how we play.

Meanwhile, as ESPN.com's Dan Graziano noted, it's important to remember that Andre Brown never thought he should have been put on injured reserve (designated for return) in the first place. So when you ask the running back whether he'll be ready to take the field when first eligible in the Giants' next game Nov. 10 against the Oakland Raiders, you get a fairly eager response.

"I feel great," Brown said Monday. "Legs feel great. I'm exploding. I'm cutting really well. Ready to go."

Running backs coach Jerald Ingram believes Brown will play.

"I'm very confident," Ingram said Tuesday. "I think he's practiced well in the last few weeks. He's eager to get out there. He's a competitor and he's gone through an awful lot and he has a lot of pain in his heart and I think he'll be ready to go."

Whether the Giants let him go to that extent 13 days from now remains to be seen. Brown himself admitted he still needs to experience contact as part of his rehab. And he said he'll be wearing a shin guard -- likely for the rest of his career -- over the twice-broken part of his leg. But the Giants had a clear-cut role in mind for Brown in the preseason, when they were preparing to use David Wilson on early downs and Brown on passing downs and at the goal line.

Brown's broken leg, along with Wilson's two Week 1 fumbles and subsequent neck injury, blew up those plans, and the Giants have started Da'Rel Scott, Brandon Jacobs, Michael Cox and Peyton Hillis at running back in the interim with varying degrees of success.

Coughlin didn't have any new information to offer on Wilson, who will reportedly visit the doctor on a follow up visit sometime within the next two weeks in order to assess whether the herniated disc and spinal stenosis that he was diagnosed as having has calmed down enough for him to resume playing.

With Brown eligible to return, the Giants may have some decisions to make at the running back position in the next couple of weeks.

"I don't know," Jacobs said when asked how he thought it would shake out. "All I care about is that there's still a No. 34 hanging over that locker."

It's certainly possible the Giants could cut Jacobs, who's missed the past two games with a hamstring injury. But he's also the only back they have who's rushed for a 100 yards in a game this year. It's possible they could cut Cox, though they've passed up prior chances to do that when it might have made sense and they could have used the roster spot, and they like the improvements he's shown in recent weeks. Hillis seems an unlikely cut, as he rushed for 70 yards Sunday and has been an asset as both a blocker and a receiver in the passing game.

They could wait to activate Brown, which would aggravate him but certainly be their right. Or they could put Wilson on season-ending injured reserve if his neck injury hasn't improved.

Those are the possibilities, and the last two seem the most likely at this point, depending on Jacobs' health.

Graziano added it's just important to remember, when predicting this situation over the coming days and weeks, that Brown was part of their Plan "A" at running back this year, and that if he had not broken his leg in the final preseason game, it's possible that Jacobs and Hillis never even show up here.

A conundrum, for sure, as the Giants work to continue to improve a run game that's still ranked just 29th in the league at 69.9 yards per game.

Brown could certainly provide a boost -- in 10 games last year, he had 73 carries for 385 yards (5.3 yards per carry) and eight touchdowns. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Victor Cruz avoided what could have been a serious injury ion Sunday.

Cruz hurt his neck after making a 6-yard reception in the third quarter. He went to the locker room for X-rays, which were negative.

"It was a little scary," said Cruz, who ultimately returned to the game, finishing with seven receptions for a team-high 86 yards. "Obviously, any time you get hurt and feel a little pain it's scary, but through the grace of God I was good."

Cruz was slammed to the ground by Eagles defensive backs Bradley Fletcher and Nate Allen after making the catch. He stayed down for a while as he was attended to by the Giants' medical staff, but eventually got up and jogged off the field.

"It was sore, and it felt awkward for me to turn my neck," Cruz said. "I ended up catching a stinger a little bit."

Cruz was glad he was able to recover and help his team win its second game in a row after an 0-6 start.

"This team is full of resilient guys, and we fight tooth and nail for our team, no matter who it is, and that's what we exemplify each and every week," Cruz said. "It was just my hunger to finish the game and be out there on the field with my teammates to get this victory and help them as much as I can."

Cruz didn't care that the Giants committed 11 penalties and had to settle for five field goals. He only cared about the final result.

"As long as it's a W in the win-loss column, it doesn't matter how you do it when you're stringing them together," he said. "We've got to keep taking it one game at a time."

Two years ago, Cruz had his first huge game as a pro in Philadelphia, racking up 110 receiving yards and two touchdowns. But, when asked if he enjoys playing at Lincoln Financial Field, Cruz simply responded, "No. ..."

The NFL trade deadline passed on Tuesday and Hakeem Nicks is still a member of the Giants.

Now that he's going to remain in New York, what should we expect?

Wide receivers coach Kevin M. Gilbride thinks Nicks is on the verge of resembling the standout player he was two seasons ago.

"I feel very good about it," Gilbride said. "I think you can see each week it's closer and closer to these tremendous catches that we've seen him [make] in the past."

It's been a second straight unspectacular season for Nicks, although he hasn't been slowed by injuries this time around. Nicks underwent right foot surgery prior to last season and also was hampered by a knee injury, catching 53 balls for just 692 yards and three touchdowns.

He has just 34 catches for 521 yards and has failed to score this season while struggling to get separation from defenders; he's also dropped an uncharacteristic number of passes.

Nicks has been targeted 68 times so far and he's come close to scoring in each of the past two games, but he couldn't corral a ball in the end zone against Minnesota, and he caught a potential touchdown out of bounds last Sunday.

"The plays have been there and they haven't quite been made yet," Gilbride said. "But he's right there."

Gilbride believes Nicks' slow start ties back to his injuries from last year. Nicks is still working to get his body to move with the precision needed to make certain plays, and that's not a quick process. The coach believes Nicks is close, but he just wasn't quite up to speed in the first eight games.

"I think it takes time to get yourself into those positions," Gilbride said. "He worked at it during training camp. I think there's a subtle difference between practice and putting yourself in those positions during a game versus how you're being played by a defense and things like that. I think it takes some time."

The coach said he didn't get the sense leading into the trade deadline that all the rumors surrounding Nicks were affecting the receiver at all. He believes the drops and lack of success during the first half will provide motivation for Nicks as he finishes out his contract year.

Manning passed Phil Simms as the franchise's career passing yardage leader. Manning, who finished with 246 yards, now has 33,694, which tops Simms' 33,462. Manning passed Simms on his second pass of the game, a six-yard completion to receiver Cruz. ...

Josh Brown's five field goals set are a new career high for him. He previously kicked four field goals in a game eight times, most recently for Cincinnati vs. Dallas on Dec. 9, 2012. ...

One last note here. ... The Giants tried out 20 players on Tuesday, including former New York Jets running back Miguel Maysonet, Aaron Wilson of the National Football Post reports.

They also tried out running backs Cam White, Keiland Williams, Kendall Gaskins, wide receivers Preston Parker, Danny Coale and Reggie Dunn, defensive end Kendrick Adams, quarterbacks Jerrod Johnson and B.J. Coleman, tight ends Colin Anderson and Bryce Davis, center Kevin Kowalski, kickers Brandon McManus and Patrick Murray, offensive guard Eric Olsen, offensive tackle Willie Smith, defensive back Trevin Wade, linebacker Lawrence Wilson and punter Brad Wing. 
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The Giants are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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NEW YORK JETS
Rex Ryan saw all he needed the first time.

So, when he and his New York Jets gathered Monday morning after being embarrassed 49-9 by the Cincinnati Bengals, Ryan decided to skip the team film review.

"Anybody that was on the sideline or played in that game knows what happened," Ryan said. "We got our butts kicked and there's no two ways about it."

As Associated Press sports writer Dennis Waszak Jr. explained, the normal schedule calls for the players to gather with the coaches in the film room and go over everything that went right and wrong, and what needs to improve during that week in practice. Instead, the players received their grade sheets and were sent on their way.

"For us to sit in there, go over it again when we know exactly what happened," Ryan said, "I thought it would be more beneficial just to move on to New Orleans, get a start on them, and that's exactly what we did."

The Saints are the next opponent for the roller-coaster Jets (4-4), who haven't won -- or lost -- consecutive games this season.

Win, loss, win, loss, win, loss, win, loss.

"I hope the trend continues (this week) and then we'll figure it out," Ryan quipped.

Ryan and the Jets were already focusing on the high-powered offense of the Saints, whom the coach mistakenly said are 7-1 instead of 6-1.

"Shoot," Ryan said, smiling. "If that's not foreshadowing."

Truth is, many players were planning on watching the game film either alone or with other teammates or coaches. Rookie quarterback Geno Smith, who had two interceptions returned for touchdowns Sunday, viewed the game with quarterbacks coach David Lee.

To Smith's credit, while he was as stand up and accountable as he's been whenever he's had a poor performance (often as not in even-numbered weeks), he spoke of keeping his head, and his chin, from drooping too badly.

"It's not discouraging," he said. "Mistakes are going to happen, no matter how many years I play in this league. It's something to learn from."

Smith was hoping to build off a mostly solid performance in New York's win over New England last week. Instead, the Jets were in an early 14-0 hole that became 28-6 by halftime.

"Usually, you can stop the bleeding, but it just seemed like that day it was tough," Ryan said. "We needed a tourniquet and we couldn't find one."

Smith finished 20 of 30 for 159 yards and the two picks, giving him three interceptions returned for scores in the past two games.

"You can pinpoint a bunch of things that could be done," Smith said. "We can speak hypothetically here, but it just can't happen."

But, it wasn't all on Smith. The offense was out of sync in general, and the defense failed to put pressure on Andy Dalton. The Jets also had repeated breakdowns in the secondary as Marvin Jones set a Bengals record with four touchdown catches.

The Jets will be going up against the third-best passing offense in the Saints, with Drew Brees second in the NFL with 19 touchdown passes and third with 2,290 yards passing.

"We have to improve in a hurry in a lot of areas," Ryan said. "And the challenge, if we don't play better pass defense than we did this past week, he'll throw for 700 yards."

Other notes of interest. ... Smith was pulled for the first time in his career with 13:04 left in the fourth quarter. Ryan said he planned to let Smith play one more series, but he altered the plan after the Bengals scored on Jones' interception return.

Smith was replaced by backup Matt Simms, who made his NFL debut. Simms played three series, completing 3 of 7 passes for 17 yards. He also ended up as the Jets' leading rusher (35 yards), which pretty much tells the story on offense.

"I understand why the decision was made, but I always want to be in the game," Smith said. "I never want to be in a situation where we're down and I have to be pulled from a game. It's always upsetting, but I understand why the decision was made."

According to ESPN.com's Rich Cimini, the Jets miss Santonio Holmes.

"Yeah, he's a high-maintenance diva (and that extends beyond media relations)," Cimini wrote, "but he's a competent, crafty wide receiver when healthy. His presence on the field doesn't scare defenses, but it gives them something to think about. Without him, it's just a mediocre group of receivers."

Cimini went on to explain Jeremy Kerley can't be your No. 1 weapon in the passing game. The Bengals neutralized him, forcing Smith to look elsewhere. When David Nelson becomes your top weapon (he was targeted 12 times, catching eight), something is wrong.

Cimini further pointed out the disappearing Stephen Hill has reached milk-carton status, and there's little production from the tight ends.

Kerley and Hill (foot) were not doing any work in Wednesday's practice. Kerley wasn't even on the field. Hill stretched with the team, but did not have pads on.

But Holmes was participating in wide receiver drills, and ESPN.com's Kieran Darcy reports the wideout even appeared to be going full speed at least a couple times. Holmes looked smooth doing so, raising the possibility that he could make his return against the Saints, prior to the bye week.

His status will be worth watching in coming days. ...

Sunday marked the second straight week Nelson had 80 yards receiving for the Jets, who signed him as a free agent on Oct. 1. His eight catches were two shy of Nelson's career-high, set when he was playing for the Bills against the Raiders on Sept. 18, 2011.

Nelson is fifth on the Jets in receiving yards (180) and tied for fifth on the Jets in receptions (15) despite playing in just four games. ...

As the Sports Xchange suggests, it's not a good sign for a team when its two leading rushers are a quarterback making his NFL debut and a third-string running back who hadn't touched the ball in the previous three games (Alex Green had three carries for 20 yards in the fourth quarter).

The Jets' 93 rushing yards looked respectable enough they've rushed for fewer yards three times this season but they never had a prayer of establishing the run against the Bengals, who are tough to run on under optimal circumstances, never mind games in which they race out to a 14-0 lead barely 10 minutes into the game.

Co-lead backs Bilal Powell and Chris Ivory combined for just 30 yards on 19 carries, seven of which came on Powell's run as time expired in the first half. Their collective dud was certainly a result of an imperfect storm, but it was also a reminder that neither one is a true no. 1 running back and that Ivory, in particular, is only productive when the Jets are able to control the clock.

Jeff Cumberland (head) took a hit to the head early in the third quarter of the Jets' 49-9 loss to the Bengals and did not return. Rex Ryan said he would have an update on Cumberland's condition on Wednesday, though the New York Daily News reported Cumberland had a "mild" concussion.

Cumberland had a nine-yard catch Sunday and has 15 receptions for 248 yards and two touchdowns this year. Cumberland was not practicing Wednesday. 
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QB: Geno Smith, Matt Simms, David Garrard 
RB: Chris Ivory, Bilal Powell, 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
As Associated Press sports writer Josh Dubow suggested this week, if the Raiders are going to make a run in the second half of the season they will have to become a much better second-half team.

The Raiders overcame a frustratingly familiar pattern in their 21-18 victory over the Pittsburgh Steelers. They followed a dynamic first-half offensive performance with a lackluster second and relied on a rapidly improving defense to hold on for the win.

The task for Oakland (3-4) now as the Raiders hit the soft part of their schedule is figuring out how to carry that first-half success over to the final 30 minutes.

"We've got to execute better," head coach Dennis Allen said. "We've got some opportunities to make some plays and we don't make the plays that are available to us."'

The problem has been especially stark in recent weeks when the Raiders have dominated games for the first 30 minutes only to fall apart in the second half. That has cost them chances to win games against Washington and Kansas City.

Oakland has outscored its last four opponents 59-20 in the first half, generating 196.3 yards of offense to build the leads. For some reason, that all changes in the second half, whether it's conservative play calling, adjustments by the opponent at halftime or a lack of execution.

The Raiders have been outscored 63-10 in the second half in those four games, averaging 91.3 yards, taking 16 sacks and committing six turnovers.

"We got to find a way to keep on punching, keeping drives alive in the second half," quarterback Terrelle Pryor said.

For the season, Oakland ranks seventh in the NFL in yards per play in the first half at 5.9 and 29th in the second half at 4.4.

The problem was at its worst against the Steelers when the Raiders were held to 35 yards and one first down after taking a 21-3 halftime lead and had to hang on for the win. It was the fewest yards any team has amassed in the second half of a win in more than three years.

"It's not always how pretty does it look," Allen said. "The ultimate goal is to win the football game. We had a defense that was playing outstanding in the football game, that was taking the ball away, that was creating a lot of pressure on the quarterback, that wasn't giving up a lot of points, and the only chance that they had to get back in the game was for us to make mistakes and give them those opportunities."

The Raiders play their next six games against teams without winning records, starting at home on Sunday against Philadelphia (3-4). Then come trips to the New York Giants (2-6) and Houston (2-5) followed by a home game against Tennessee (3-4), a Thanksgiving Day game in Dallas (4-4) and a visit to the New York Jets (4-4).

This stretch is crucial because Oakland finishes with three difficult division games against Kansas City (8-0), San Diego (4-3) and Denver (7-1).

"We've got an opportunity with Philadelphia coming in here, if we can play well, get our record back to .500 and maybe we can create a little bit of momentum," Allen said.

The Raiders have been competitive against teams at their level or below when Pryor has been healthy. Their only losses when Pryor has played have been on the road against three of the top teams in the AFC: Indianapolis, Denver and Kansas City.

Pryor has beaten Jacksonville, San Diego and Pittsburgh at home, while the Raiders lost at home to Washington when Pryor sat out with a concussion and Matt Flynn started. In addition to winning, Pryor proved he can generate a buzz even after an 88-yard passing performance with two interceptions against the Steelers.

It was Pryor's 93-yard run on the first play from scrimmage which got the Raiders off to a fast start and eventually led to victory.

With the Raiders backed up to their own seven-yard line following a holding penalty on the opening kickoff, Pryor faked the ball to a left-cutting Darren McFadden then veered to his right.

The hole was so huge all Pryor needed was a block by Rod Streater on safety Troy Polamalu.

Ninety-three yards later, Pryor had the longest run in franchise history (Bo Jackson had a 92-yard run against Cincinnati in 1987) and the longest touchdown run by a quarterback in NFL history (Kordell Stewart had an 80-yard run for Pittsburgh in 1996).

"I was very surprised, because it's never open like that," Pryor said.

Pryor finished with 106 yards rushing, the second time this season he has broken 100 yards. He leads the Raiders with 391 yards on the ground and is averaging 7.4 yards per carry.

Pryor's versatility is posing a significant enough treat to help others.

Later in the game, for example, with McFadden playing as a wildcat quarterback and Pryor split right, McFadden scored a touchdown on a seven-yard run where one of the options was throwing it to Pryor.

McFadden set out to his right, looking as if he might throw, then suddenly cut back toward the middle and it opened up.

"He made phenomenal play," Pryor said. "I said if nothing is there and you have to cut up and get the rushing touchdown, that's what you do.

According to ESPN Stats & Information, the Raiders rushed for a season-high 132 yards on zone-read plays after entering the game with the fourth-most rushing yards in the NFL on zone-read plays. Only the Philadelphia Eagles have rushed for more yards on zone-read plays in a game this season.

Other notes of interest. ... Rashad Jennings had just two carries for 8 yards but turned in two of the biggest plays in Sunday's win.

Jennings partially blocked a Zoltan Mesko punt -- it traveled just 3 yards -- setting up the Raiders at the 26-yard line and ultimately setting a McFadden touchdown.

Much later, after the Steelers had closed within three points with 1:24 to play, it was Jennings who secured Shaun Suisham's onside kick attempt at the Pittsburgh 46-yard line, ultimately securing the victory.

Three years ago Jacoby Ford was a playmaking game-changer for the Raiders. Sunday, he could not get out of his own way.

Ford badly misplayed two punts, allowing one to be downed at the 1-yard line, the other to nearly glance off him for a turnover. He fumbled another punt return out of bounds and lost a fumble on a short pass catch in the flat. The Steelers turned that turnover into their first touchdown.

"You put the ball on the ground in a game like that, you're giving them an opportunity to get back in the game," Allen said. "Good teams don't do that."

A few final notes. ... McFadden had two rushing touchdowns in a game for the first time since Sept. 25, 2011.

Receiver Brice Butler was the target of three passes, two of which he dropped, and one of those ended up as an interception. 
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QB: Terrelle Pryor, Matt McGloin 
RB: Darren McFadden, Rashad Jennings, Jeremy Stewart 
FB: Marcel Reece, Jamize Olawale 
WR: Rod Streater, Denarius Moore, Jacoby Ford, Brice Butler, Juron Criner, Andre Holmes 
TE: Jeron Mastrud, Mychal Rivera, Nick Kasa 
PK: Sebastian Janikowski 
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PHILADELPHIA EAGLES
Nick Foles returned to practice Tuesday for the first time since sustaining a concussion in Philadelphia's 17-3 loss to Dallas on Oct. 20.

With Michael Vick sidelined by a hamstring injury, Foles will likely start for the Eagles (3-5) at Oakland (3-4) this week unless he has a setback in his recovery.

"I cleared everything and I feel good," Foles said. "I felt good out there today. It was a long week last week, but the most important thing was getting healthy. I had a lot of support, and I feel great. It was great to get back out there with the team and I feel like we had a good day today."

Foles had to pass the ImPACT concussion test and receive clearance from an independent neurologist before returning to the field. He was hurt in his second start filling in for Vick, who re-injured his left hamstring in the first half of a 15-7 loss to the New York Giants on Sunday.

"There were definitely symptoms, but I'm healthy now and that's the most important thing," Foles said. "It's very tough. There's a lot of adversity, but I've always had my family there.

"They were great with supporting me. A concussion is not something that you want to go through, but they were great to support me. My teammates were great and the coaching staff was too. A week later, I feel great and feel healthy. It was great being back out there and I'm excited to just keep going."

Matt Barkley finished off each of the past two games, and the rookie shared first-team snaps with Foles in practice.

Foles played well after replacing Vick late in the second quarter of a 36-21 win at the Giants on Oct. 6. He was the NFC Player of the Week for his performance in a 31-20 win at Tampa Bay the following week.

But Foles struggled against the Cowboys. He completed just 11 of 29 passes for 80 yards before getting hurt on the last play of the third quarter.

"He's had a chance to look through the game. We've gone through the details of the good, the bad and the ugly, and he's ready to move forward," offensive coordinator Pat Shurmur said.

"Some of those plays specifically we've talked about why. But then of course there are times when you just miss throws, and he missed more than his share."

The Eagles have lost two in a row and are one game behind the Cowboys (4-4) in the NFC East.

More worrisome?

As Profootballtalk.com's Michael David Smith wrote: "What happened to Chip Kelly, offensive genius?

"I know the Eagles have had injuries to both first-string quarterback Michael Vick and second-string quarterback Nick Foles, but shouldn't an offensive innovator like Kelly be able to manufacture some points anyway?

"Here's how every single Eagles offensive drive has ended in the last two weeks: punt, punt, punt, punt, punt, punt, punt, missed field goal, punt, punt, field goal, interception, interception, interception, interception, interception, punt, punt, punt, fumble, downs, punt, punt, punt, downs, interception.

"Yes, in the last two weeks the Eagles have had 15 punts, five interceptions (on five consecutive drives), one lost fumble, one missed field goal and one made field goal. And the one made field goal came on a drive that started in field goal range. ..."

Remember, Kelly's up-tempo, hurry-up offense was on pace to set franchise records and much more after six games. The Eagles racked up at least 425 yards total offense in each of the first six games and averaged 27.7 points. But they combined for just 379 yards and 3 offensive points the last two weeks.

LeSean McCoy, who leads the NFL with 733 yards rushing, had only 103 yards on 33 carries in the two losses. DeSean Jackson had only 11 catches for 84 yards in those games.

The good news?

Key leaders realize they need to step up.

"It starts with me," McCoy said. "I feel like, coming into the game, we want to establish the run. Teams know that. I have to get out there and get it going. This offense has to do better, starting with myself."

But ESPN.com's Phil Sheridan believes the early success and the recent lack of it suggest NFL defensive coordinators have figured out Kelly's offense to some degree. And perhaps the trend suggests Kelly's up-tempo approach to everything from practice routines to offensive play is not sustainable with 53-man rosters after all.

"I don't think that people have it figured out," Kelly said Monday. "I can tell you what Peyton Manning's going to do, but you still have to stop that. ... It's still about executing. You're not going to surprise people eight games into a (season).

"We have to run the right depth on our routes, we have to catch the ball when it's thrown to us, we have to put the ball on people when people are open, we have to hit the hole when the hole is there, we have to create a hole when the hole's not there. That's just executing football."

Translation: Kelly's offense is as good as ever. The players are messing it up.

"We were successful for six games," Kelly said. "If I look at the last two, just analyzing what the situation is, in both games we got to our third quarterback. That's a difficult proposition."

It is. But the reality is that Foles played three brutal, scoreless quarters before being injured in the loss to Dallas. And Vick was ineffective in the passing game in both games against the Giants, before he was injured and before he was reinjured.

And the reality is the run game has stagnated. It could be that McCoy simply forgot how to run through a hole, as Kelly implied. Or it could be that defenses have figured out how to slow McCoy down. Or it could be that the early workload and fast pace have taken a toll on McCoy, as well as the offensive line.

As Sheridan summed up, the Eagles' offense has problems beyond a bad decision by a rookie quarterback or a poorly run route by a receiver. If Kelly is going to fix them, the best way to start is by acknowledging them.

The Eagles are on the road for their next two games, at Oakland and Green Bay. They come home for three in a row after that, with their bye week mixed in. Their next opportunity to end the home losing streak is Nov. 17, against Washington.

Who knows? Maybe they will even have scored a touchdown or two by then.

Other notes of interest. ... According to the Sports Xchange, Vick is expected to be sidelined for up to a month after re-injuring his hamstring.

Vick, who initially suffered the injury in Week 5, missed two games, then returned Sunday. He lasted just four possessions before he felt something "pop"' in the back of his leg after being chased out of the pocket. ...

Jackson had eight catches Sunday, but most of them came on bubble screens and hitches that didn't amount to much. He averaged only 7.9 yards per catch.

Jackson (ankle) was limited in Wednesday's practice. ...

Tight end James Casey got his most significant playing time of the season. Casey played eight snaps Sunday and caught his second pass of the season.

A few final notes on Vick. ... Kelly said the MRI on Vick revealed that hamstring strain was on same spot as first injury.

But a league source tells Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio this latest injury actually isn't as bad as the first one.

Whatever the case, Florio believes it's clear that Vick was brought back from his initial injury too quickly, making it less likely we'll see him until he is completely healed.

The question then becomes whether we'll see Vick at all. With his contract expiring after the season and Vick proving yet again that he can't be relied upon to play in all 16 games, it's unlikely Vick will be back in 2014. If he won't be back in 2014, there's a point where it makes no sense to play him in 2013.

We might already be there. 
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QB: Nick Foles, Matt Barkley, Michael Vick 
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 Associated Press sports writer Will Graves put it, "Two weeks of momentum vanished in 19 seconds."

More than three hours later, the competitive portion of the Pittsburgh Steelers' season likely followed suit.

Stung on the first play from scrimmage and stumbling on the last, Pittsburgh's 21-18 loss to the Raiders thwarted any progress the Steelers (2-5) made during a brief two-game winning streak that suggested perhaps there was a chance they could somehow dig out of an 0-4 start.

Turns out, probably not. The same mistakes that dogged Pittsburgh during a winless September re-emerged in the Black Hole.

The defense surrendered a record-setting run by Oakland quarterback Terrelle Pryor. The offense limped to a miserable start, only reviving itself when things nearly got out of hand. The running game was abysmal and the special teams even worse.

Bad clock management. Questionable decision making. A game plan that dared not stretch the field. Even if the Steelers had somehow found a way to escape with a win, head coach Mike Tomlin isn't sure he would evaluate things any differently.

"Had we pulled the game out, I still would have been disappointed in the quality of play in the first half," he said.

Because the Steelers lost, now Tomlin can feel free to lump in the second half too.

"I liked the effort, but it's not effort oriented," Tomlin said. "It's result-oriented."

The Steelers, who seemed to be turning their season around with two straight victories, turned it right back around with a bumbling loss in Oakland.

The Steelers now are looking hard at a 2-6 record halfway through their season because they play Sunday at New England, where they have never beaten Tom Brady and have had little success through the years.

They last started 2-6 in their first Super Bowl hangover year of 2006, Bill Cowher's final season when they recovered in the second half to finish 8-8.

Recovery is about all they can hope for today.

"We still got a season," cornerback Ike Taylor said. "We still got games left."

Indeed, nine of them. Enough time to recover, enough time to fold like no Steelers team has in quite some time. Their worst record in this century was 6-10 in 2003, their last season with a losing record. Before that, 5-11 in 1988.

What's troubling for them is they came up with injuries that forced three more offensive linemen out of their 21-18 loss in Oakland Sunday. That line already had contributed to a poor running game and a poor record of protecting Ben Roethlisberger, who already has been sacked 26 times in seven games. That's a pace of 59, nine more than his previous career high in 2009.

They have three rushing touchdowns and have allowed nine, including three by the Raiders.

"We felt like we were doing some good things, and that we were getting better," said Roethlisberger, at a loss to explain what has happened

The reality is that the Steelers are burying themselves early with too much regularity. And for a coach who is fond of saying he will leave "no stone unturned" in his search for answers, Tomlin has to take a long look at how the Steelers travel, particularly on long trips.

Tomlin's record on the road dipped to 28-24. At home his teams are 37-14. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Scott Brown, when Roethlisberger talks about the importance of establishing balance on offense, he isn't just paying lip service to the notion.

The Steelers have thrown the ball 69.8 percent of the time in their five losses compared to 49.5 percent in their two wins.

The Steelers ran the ball just 19 times against the Raiders while Roethlisberger threw 45 passes -- and exposed himself to the kind of punishment that the organization wanted to limit when Todd Haley was hired as the offensive coordinator.

Game circumstances and injuries along the offensive line compelled the Steelers to get away from running the ball in Oakland, but the ground game regressed after a 141-yard output against the Ravens.

And as promising as Bell has looked, he is averaging just 3.3 yards per carry after four games.

The Steelers averaged 1.8 yards per carry by Oakland and Bell was held to 24 yards. ...

Antonio Brown has 56 receptions, the most in team history after the first seven games of the season. Hines Ward previously held that honor with 49 in the first seven games of 2004. ...

Shaun Suisham, the reigning AFC Special Teams Player of the Week, missed a pair of field goals from inside of 35 yards after making his first 15 kicks to start the season.

And now Suisham will have to adjust to a new holder -- it will likely be Matt McBriar, who was signed to assume the inconsistent Zoltan Mesko's punting duties. Mesko was released on Tuesday.

The issues Tomlin had with Mesko following the Steelers' third consecutive loss at Oakland had nothing to do with Suisham's uncharacteristic misses.

Tomlin said both of Mesko's holds on the misses were "fine." 
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QB: Ben Roethlisberger, Bruce Gradkowski, Landry Jones 
RB: Le'Veon Bell, Felix Jones, Jonathan Dwyer 
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
Head coach Jeff Fisher, looking somewhat bleary-eyed, wasn't placing blame on backup quarterback Kellen Clemens for falling 1 yard shy of upsetting the Seattle Seahawks. The Rams (3-5) were held to three field goals in a 14-9 loss on Monday night.

Clemens will make his second straight start this week against the Tennessee Titans in place of Sam Bradford, out for the season with a left knee injury. He nearly drove the team the length of the field, moving 96 yards in 12 plays.

"I thought he managed the game well, he handled things, he settled own," Fisher said Tuesday. "Oh yeah, we're good."

Of the newly signed backups, Brady Quinn needs time to learn the system and Austin Davis was a disappointment in training camp and lost out to Clemens.

According to Associated Press sports writer R.B. Fallstrom, Fisher defended the final play call that came up empty. The Rams went with an empty backfield rather than try a play-action pass and the Seahawks came with an all-out blitz, forcing Clemens to get rid of the ball and he threw incomplete in the end zone to a well-covered Brian Quick.

"What if we would have had a back, back there and ran it and didn't get in? We'd be asking about, 'Why'd you run it and why didn't you go empty and give Kellen a chance to throw the football?"' Fisher said.

"So, that was what we prepared to do. We thought it gave us the best chance."

After the game, Clemens said it was a good call that gave him "a lot of options.

"Loved to have put the ball in a little different spot, but didn't have a lot of time to assess it because they brought one more than we could block," the quarterback added.

The defense was dominant against Seattle. Marshawn Lynch had just eight carries and the Seahawks were 2 for 11 on third down with 135 total yards.

"For the first time this year we really looked like us," defensive end Chris Long said.

Cornerback Janoris Jenkins was in position but stumbled on the Seahawks' lone big play, an 80-yard touchdown pass from Russell Wilson to Golden Tate that put Seattle ahead 14-6 late in the third quarter.

There are injury concerns. Running back Zac Stacy had a career-best 134 yards on 26 carries but was sidelined late with an ankle injury and guard Harvey Dahl has a knee injury.

Fisher said tests had not come back on either player, but the team believes Dahl has an MCL issue.

According to Fisher, Stacy suffered his ankle injury on the team's second-to-last drive. He returned and carried twice for 26 yards on the final drive but didn't return to the game until its final play. Fisher declined to offer updates on Stacy's condition Tuesday, saying only that more tests need to be done and that there'd be an injury report on Wednesday.

It seems likely Stacy, who didn't practice Wednesday, will appear on said report when it's released but it's worth noting that FOXSports.com's Mike Garafolo reports the injury is not a high sprain.

Beyond that duo, Fisher also indicated that quarterback Clemens was pretty sore Tuesday and said he didn't know how much Clemens will do in practice Wednesday. He indicated Clemens would be fine but Fisher's words made it sound like Clemens could be limited a bit in Wednesday's practice.

Finally, Fisher acknowledged that running back Benny Cunningham could return from his ankle injury this week.

The Rams return to practice Wednesday to begin a short week of preparation for the Tennessee Titans.

The coach spent plenty of time replaying the events in his head late Monday night.

"Just for the record, coaches don't like 'Monday Night Football' games," Fisher said, quickly adding "I'm being sarcastic."

In addition to the short practice week, Fisher said the team "lost half the stuff on our computers" after a power outage.

"We'll sleep in the offseason," he said. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Clemens struggled in the red zone, going 3-of-11 for 11 yards inside the 20 as Seattle continued to shut down the pass in a key area. The Seahawks have allowed the lowest completion percentage (31.6) on plays in the red zone this season.

Seattle's success defending the pass deep in its own territory also raises yet another question as to why the Rams would go for a telegraphed pass play with no running back in the backfield on a fourth-down play to end the game.

Entering Monday's game, the Rams had scored 13 touchdowns on 25 trips into the red zone.

Fisher said he didn't blame Clemens for his pair of interceptions. He said receiver Austin Pettis slipped on the second one and tight end Jared Cook was confused and stopped his route on the first one.

Isaiah Pead has played in only three of the Rams' first eight games. A second-round pick in 2012, Pead was on the suspended list for the season opener and has been inactive for two games including Monday night against Seattle. In the two games prior to Monday, Pead was active, but did not play. 
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QB: Kellen Clemens, Brady Quinn, Austin Davis 
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 San Diego Chargers head come out of their bye week on a two-game winning for the first time this season, ESPN.com's Eric D. Williams wondered if the glass half-full or half-empty for head coach Mike McCoy's team?

You certainly could argue for half-full just looking at the offense. Led by a resurgent Philip Rivers, the Chargers are in the top 10 offensively in total yards (No. 5, 402.9 yards per game), passing yards (No. 6, 294.1 yards per game) and third-down efficiency (No. 2, 49.4 percent).

Defensively, the Chargers are in the top 10 in perhaps the most meaningful statistic, points allowed (No. 9, allowing 20.6 points a game). Defensive coordinator John Pagano's defense also has gone 11 quarters without giving up a touchdown.

Still, San Diego has allowed 378.6 yards a contest (No. 23 in the NFL) and forced just four turnovers. They've been resilient and resourceful defensively, but not dominant.

And the Chargers need to get healthy on the defensive side of the ball as they head into the second half of the season. Key players like outside linebackers Jarret Johnson (hamstring) and Melvin Ingram (knee), along with inside linebacker Donald Butler (groin) are still nursing injuries.

The Chargers still face the meaty part of their schedule, with three of their next four games on the road and five AFC West divisional games left on the schedule, including two each against Denver and Kansas City.

So McCoy understands that while his team is playing better, there's a tough road ahead.

"It's a long year," McCoy said. "Now is a time where you've got to start talking to the younger players, because we're making the turn now, and it's coming at a good time.

"But we've got a lot of football left. So No. 1, we've got to take care of our bodies and enjoy the time off that we're going to have at the end of this week. I think they are improving every day and have done a lot of good things."

Good play at quarterback has been a huge plus for the Chargers (and fantasy owners). Rivers' turnaround this season has been remarkable. McCoy and offensive coordinator Ken Whisenhunt have done a nice job tailoring the passing game around the 31-year-old quarterback's strengths, and it shows in his statistics this season.

Through seven games, Rivers leads the league in completion percentage (73.9) and is second in the NFL in passing yards (2,132) and passer rating (111.1).

But Williams added the head-scratching decision to try and run for a touchdown at the end of the first half against Jacksonville is Rivers at his worst. As a 10-year veteran, Rivers cannot let the competitor in him make decisions that are bad for the rest of the team. Rivers could have easily been injured on that scramble, making the choice to run an even more costly decision. Know and understand your limitations.

Rivers also threw three interceptions against Oakland, one of the worst teams in the league. Though he is playing at an elite level, there's still room for improvement.

Meanwhile, with back-to-back rushing games of more than 100 yards, the emergence of Ryan Mathews as a focal point of the offense has been fun to watch. The Chargers have had more rushing attempts than passing attempts in the past two games. Let's see if that continues during the second half of the season.

Mathews has 446 rushing yards, and is averaging 4.1 yards per carry. Even more impressive, Mathews has just one fumble on 110 rushing attempts.

The signing of Danny Woodhead during the offseason has proved one of the best additions during free agency. Woodhead has 40 receptions for 311 yards and three touchdowns, which is first in receptions among running backs in the NFL.

Williams went on to note that Keenan Allen has been one of the pleasant surprises for the Chargers. With Danario Alexander and Malcom Floyd suffering season-ending injuries, Allen has stepped in to fill the void, posting 26 catches for 399 yards and two touchdowns through seven games.

Slot receiver Eddie Royal has created some big plays, with 22 receptions for 285 yards and a team-leading six touchdowns. And Vincent Brown also has been consistent, with 26 catches for 265 yards.

Brown, a third-round draftee out of San Diego State in 2011, is having his best NFL season. Recovered from a broken left ankle that wiped out his second season, he has 26 catches, tied with Allen for third on the team.

Brown's rare reliability is a factor in Rivers' NFL-best completion rate.

"He's plenty fast, he runs great routes, and I know he's going to be where he's supposed to be," Rivers said.

The Chargers are No. 4 in the league in passing plays of 20 yards or more with 28. San Diego has just three passing plays of 40 yards or more, so they could produce more chunk plays in the passing game. But that's a minor critique.

At 33 years old, Antonio Gates is healthy and back playing at an elite level. With a team-leading 42 receptions for 497 yards and two touchdowns, Gates is second in the NFL among tight ends in receptions (Cleveland's Jordan Cameron has 45 receptions). Gates has a great rapport with Rivers, and also has held his own blocking in the run game.

Second-year pro Ladarius Green only has five receptions, but he's averaging an impressive 22.6 yards per catch. ...

On the injury front. ... Royal (ankle) was wearing a walking boot on Monday and didn't do much during the workout. He was listed as a non-participant in Wednesday's practice. 
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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
According to Associated Press sports writer Janie McCauley, Jim Harbaugh is undecided whether he will allow himself a day off during San Francisco's bye week. Even with a whirlwind stretch of travel finally over.

It all will depend on how prepared the 49ers coach feels a few days from now for the Carolina Panthers, who come to town for a Nov. 10 game at Candlestick Park.

The way his team is rolling right now, McCauley wondered who could blame Harbaugh for wanting to keep on working?

After a road game at Tennessee followed by a weeklong stay in London before beating the winless Jaguars on Sunday, Harbaugh is happy to be back on familiar ground, even citing the joy of looking out at the green practice fields at the training facility.

"One of the other bonuses of a long stay away, you get nine days away, is just how fresh your facility feels when you get back and the practice fields, the food, the comfort of your own bed, your kids," Harbaugh said as he began his Tuesday news conference. "But, the facility we've been in, the meeting rooms, offices that the fellas have been in for the last six to nine months now feel, 'wow, it's great to be back.' This is new, it's not stale bread anymore. It's another bonus. So, it gives you life and enthusiasm, which is a good thing."

The 49ers (6-2) are riding a five-game winning streak as they welcome what will be a much-needed break for most players this week. Though Harbaugh saw several regulars on site Tuesday, including quarterback Colin Kaepernick and defensive tackle Ray McDonald and a couple of players rehabilitating from injuries.

Still right in the race for a third straight NFC West crown, the 49ers are eager to keep a good thing going. They have scored 30 or more points in five straight games, and have the NFL's top-ranked running game behind Frank Gore.

Harbaugh praised the offense, defense and special teams.

"A lot of positives," he said. "Really a dramatic improvement in terms of playing disciplined, sound technique football. So, it's a great job by the fellas in that regard. Execution's been good, getting better and you keep seeing that we can, that there's even, you play good football and there's room for improvement, ways that we can improve. So, that is the one of the most encouraging things is that we're playing good and we can get better."

San Francisco hardly looks like the team that lost back-to-back games in Weeks 2 and 3 to Seattle and Indianapolis -- outscored 56-10.

"No question I felt like we were a good team then, but we really focused in and just understanding what we have to do in order to keep on keeping ourselves in the right position and in the right place," linebacker Patrick Willis said.

Harbaugh is holding a pair of opportunity practices this week, primarily for the young players though many veterans have stuck around like in previous years.

He remains hopeful that Michael Crabtree, the team's top wide receiver last season, will return from Achilles tendon surgery sometime next month.

"That's doable," Harbaugh said. "I'm not going to make any proclamations or profound statements, but he's right on track for, at some point here, weeks."

In addition, Mario Manningham could return soon.

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.

He has been practicing for two weeks and the Niners must decide by next Tuesday whether to add him to the 53-man roster from the physically unable to perform list.

Harbaugh hasn't allowed himself to think about how much more his offense might do with the additions of Crabtree and Manningham. He wants to get running back LaMichael James back into the mix first.

"We've really been focused on what we have this week. Those being the best available players, and they're all doing a real fine job and how we could use them differently," Harbaugh said. "Get LaMichael in the mix. We want to get that going. He's too good of a player not to be playing. ..."

James last played in a game Oct. 6, against the Houston Texans. He wasn't active for the past three games despite being healthy.

Overall, James has appeared in only two of the 49ers' first eight regular-season games this season and touched the ball seven times.

Last season, James had 27 rushes and three receptions in the four games he appeared as a rookie. He also got significant playing time in the postseason.

Last season, James returned 14 kicks during the regular season, including one for 62 yards against the New England Patriots that played a huge role in the 49ers' victory that night. ...

As Harbaugh hinted would happen, rookie DT Tank Carradine was activated from the reserve/non-football injury list Tuesday and could play against the Panthers.

Other notes of interest. ... The first of Kaepernick's two rushing touchdowns Sunday had Harbaugh especially impressed.

"He looked much like a running back, and that's great courage," Harbaugh said. "You don't always see that in the quarterback position. As soon as he saw that window, he had great 'dart' and speed to get the ball into the end zone."

For the first time since last season's playoff opener against Green Bay, Kaepernick delivered a second rushing touchdown, doing so on a 9-yard run for a 28-0 lead. It came on a read-option play to the left side on third-and-7, and it made the 49ers 5 of 7 on third-down conversions to that point.

Kaepernick had seven carries for 54 yards. In last Sunday's win at Nashville, he had 11 carries for 68 yards and a touchdown.

If those rushing yards didn't ease concerns about a lingering foot injury, a clean passing line might. For the second straight game, Kaepernick had no passes intercepted. He was 10 of 16 for 164 yards with one touchdown, no sacks and a 117.7 passer rating, which was his best since the season opener (129.4).

"He's capable of just about anything, running or passing," Harbaugh said. "I thought he was seeing the field extremely well."

Kaepernick had a hand in six plays that each went for at least 17 yards, including long completions to Bruce Miller (43 yards), Vernon Davis (31 and 19 yards) and Anquan Boldin (21 and 17 yards). ...

According to ESPN.com's Bill Williamson, it seems no one has informed Gore he turned 30 in May.

Turning 30 is generally considered the beginning-of-the-end birthday for NFL running backs. Often, great running backs see their production drop dramatically after their 30th birthday.

But halfway into the 2013 season, that is the not the case with Gore. In fact, in many ways, he's on pace for a career year.

Through eight weeks, Gore has 618 yards on 146 carries with seven touchdowns. Gore is on pace for 1,236 yards, 292 carries and 14 touchdowns. Remarkably, Gore is on pace for the most carries since he had 312 in 2006 -- at age 23.

His projected yardage total would be the second highest of his career. His highest rushing touchdown total is 10, gained during the 2009 season. ...

Gore is the NFL's No. 3 rusher behind LeSean McCoy and Jamal Charles. Gore's seven touchdowns are more than McCoy and Charles.

Davis is tied for No. 5 in the NFL with seven touchdown receptions. Boldin ranks No. 10 in the NFC with 551 yards receiving.

Return man Kyle Williams, who also started at receiver, had a miserable day. He muffed three would-be touchdowns and had two drops on offense. He was replaced by Anthony Dixon in the second half, and Dixon had a long return. It will be interesting if Williams gets his return job back.

And finally. ... The 49ers waived receiver Marlon Moore on Wednesday. 
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The 49ers are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
=========================

=========================
SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
As ESPN.com's Terry Blount suggested, getting wide receiver Percy Harvin back on the field as soon as possible just became a lot more important for the Seahawks.

The team announced Tuesday that wide receiver Sidney Rice is out for the season after suffering a torn ACL Monday night in the game at St. Louis. Rice wasn't having the best season among the Seattle receiving corps, but he still had 15 catches for 231 yards and three touchdowns.

His loss leaves the team without a quality starter, something Harvin can more than make up for if he's ready to play. But that's still an unknown.

Harvin, Seattle's biggest offseason acquisition, coming over in a trade with Minnesota, had major hip surgery on Aug. 1 to repair a torn labrum. He returned to participate somewhat in practice last week, but was not activated off the physically unable to perform list for the St. Louis game.

Seattle coaches have wanted to be cautious with Harvin's return. He's a $67 million investment ($25 million guaranteed) with the new five-year contract the Seahawks gave him. They want to make sure Harvin is healthy for the stretch run and the playoffs, and didn't feel an urgency to rush it with four receivers who were playing well -- Golden Tate, Doug Baldwin, Jermaine Kearse and Rice.

However, Rice's injury may have changed their perspective, along with the fact that the offense struggled and had only 135 total yards in the 14-9 victory over the Rams.

Russell Wilson did a lot of individual drills with Harvin last week. He believes Harvin can fit in and contribute immediately.

"I feel very comfortable with him already," Wilson said. "We talk about game stuff all the time. He's up here all the time just getting ready. So I think the biggest thing is just continuing to throw to him, continue to just do what it takes to have that chemistry."

Harvin can help the Seahawks in many different ways -- as a speed receiver, a kick returner and even a man who lines up in the backfield.

"He's a great football player," Wilson said. "He's one of the best in the National Football League and he will bring electricity to our offense when he is able to come and play. We're excited about that opportunity. But the great thing is we have so many other guys that have stepped up this season. Just to be able to add Percy, whenever that opportunity comes around, we're excited about that."

Wilson was asked what's the most important thing Harvin can bring to the offense.

"Just the fear factor," Wilson said. "I think Percy brings so much speed, he can do so many great things, and he just loves the game of football. You've just got to love having guys out there that just love the game like he does."

But whether Harvin is ready to step in and immediately fill the void left by Rice is anyone's guess. That may take a little more time. If so, the Seahawks will have to make do until Harvin is ready to go.

According to Associated Press sports writer Tim Booth, Kearse -- now the tallest receiver at 6-1 -- will likely get the bulk of the playing time in Rice's place until Harvin is ready to go.

There won't be immediate help on the offensive line either. Carroll said Tuesday that right tackle Breno Giacomini (knee) is still a couple of weeks away and while left tackle Russell Okung is getting healthy, he isn't eligible to return from short-term injured reserve until Week 11.

"These are the guys we are going with and we have to fix it," Carroll said after Monday's win. "We are trying. We knew that these guys would be a difficult match up for us, so we tried to help them, but it just didn't work out as well as we liked. This was a very tough night on the quarterback. I thought under the circumstances Russell Wilson did an excellent job once again."

Seattle's seven first downs were the fewest in a victory in franchise history. The 135 yards were the fewest in any game since 2009. Seattle went three-and-out on six of its 11 possessions. Only once did the Seahawks gain more than one first down on any drive, coming on their first touchdown drive in the second quarter.

Marshawn Lynch had only eight carries Monday night for 23 yards. It was clear on the sideline near the end of the game that he wasn't very happy about it.

Neither was Carroll.

"He's a competitor and he wants the ball," Carroll said of Lynch. "He didn't have a chance tonight because we didn't get him the football enough. He was frustrated and I was, too."

Everything revolves around the power running game for the Seattle offense, so it's miraculous that the team won when it had only 44 yards rushing on 15 carries. It was a bit of a surprise that returning fullback Michael Robinson didn't have more of an impact.

The protection by the Seahawks offensive line was porous and Wilson had little room to escape. Wilson was sacked seven times and hit another 10. Seattle has been without both starting offensive tackles since Week 3 and in the five games since the offensive line has been exposed, allowing 19 sacks. Only Oakland and the New York Jets have allowed more sacks during that five-week stretch.

"I definitely believe we're going to fix it. There's no doubt in my mind we're going to fix it," Wilson said.

Because of Seattle's offensive problems, the defense was on the field for the majority of the night. The Rams ran 71 offensive plays to just 40 for the Seahawks. St. Louis had more than 38 minutes of possession.

It was the sixth time since 1998 that the Seahawks have allowed more than 38 minutes of possession to their opponents and still won. It was the second time this season. It also happened in Seattle's Week 4 overtime win over Houston.

The Seahawks defense was on the field for a combined 141 plays the past two games.

"I think championship teams are able to win the ugly games, where things aren't going right, ball isn't going their way, and they are still able to stand up when they need to," cornerback Richard Sherman said. ...

Also of interest. ... Seattle wouldn't have won this game without Tate, who scored both touchdowns for the Seahawks, including a stellar 80-yard catch and run when he out-fought the defender for the ball, then set sail for the end zone.

But he also made a classless gesture of taunting the safety who was chasing him for the last 20 yards of the run. Tate later apologized, saying he let the emotions of the moment get the best of him.

"I've got to represent the team a little better than that," Tate said. "I have to act like I've been there before. And it hurt our special teams [with the 15-yard penalty on the kickoff]. It won't happen again. It was a lesson learned."

One laste note here. ... The Seahawks placed Rice on injured reserve Wednesday and promoted Ricardo Lockette from the practice squad. 
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QB: Russell Wilson, Tarvaris Jackson, B.J. Daniels 
RB: Marshawn Lynch, Robert Turbin, Christine Michael 
FB: Derrick Coleman, Michael Robinson 
WR: Golden Tate, Jermaine Kearse, Doug Baldwin, Ricardo Lockette, Percy Harvin 
TE: Zach Miller, Luke Willson, Kellen Davis 
PK: Steven Hauschka 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
With a little extra time to evaluate his team after a Thursday night game, head coach Greg Schiano said the team hasn't been fair to rookie quarterback Mike Glennon.

In his four starts, Glennon has averaged 45.25 passes per game, including 51 attempts in the last game.

"I think we've put Mike in a bad spot," Schiano said. "He's throwing too many passes. Even the last game, we had to throw at the end of the game. Yeah, we did but, within the first three quarters we should have ran the ball more. I'm disappointed in myself for not making sure that happened. I can see how it happens. I'm not being judgmental on anybody.

"But we shouldn't put him in that spot as coaches. We've reevaluated that and we're going to try to play a little more balanced. I think what happens is we're very comfortable with the way Mike reads things out, so it gets you excited and you want to do things. It's like having a new toy, but it's not the best thing for us."

According to ESPN.com's Pat Yasinskas, Schiano prides himself on having an offense that relies on running the ball first and then taking some shots down the field. But that formula has gotten out of kilter in recent weeks.

Still, Schiano said he's seeing signs Glennon can be his quarterback for the long term.

"If he can continue developing the way he is," Schiano said. "The last two weeks, zero interceptions, reading things out the way we ask, continuing to get better at the deep ball, more mobile than I think people thought he would be. Really, I didn't know how mobile he'd be. He's shown some escape ability with the ability to keep his eyes down the field and throw the ball, rather than look to run."

Schiano's highest praise for Glennon might also be interpreted as a shot at former quarterback Josh Freeman. Schiano and Freeman clashed and Freeman struggled in three outings as the starter before being benched.

"I think we've got a quarterback we can work through it with because he gets it," Schiano said.

But does the quarterback have the receiving firepower necessary to get the job done?

Monday's news that Mike Williams has been placed on injured reserve leaves the team with Vincent Jackson and a bunch of unknowns at wide receiver.

It sounds as if Tiquan Underwood, who previously has played for Jacksonville and New England could take over Williams' starting job.

"I think Ti's played in games at a higher level," Schiano said. "Has he been perfect? No. If he was, he would have been starting. I think he's the next guy up as far as experience."

Underwood, who has been in the league since 2009, has 43 career catches for 619 yards. The other four receivers on the roster have combined for 12 NFL catches. Those receivers are Eric Page, Skye Dawson, Chris Owusu and Russell Shephard.

Owusu, who has seven catches this season, would appear to be next in line to be the third receiver. But Owusu has been bothered by a nagging foot injury, which kept him out of the last game.

"How well will he be by Wednesday?" Schiano said "How well will he be by Sunday?"

Page has been used as a return man, but has had little action at wide receiver. Shephard does not have an NFL catch.

Schiano implied that Dawson, who was signed last week, has the speed needed to play the slot receiver spot. But Dawson still is learning the offense.

"The quickest way to take a fast guy and make him slow is overload him," Schiano said. "He's a fast guy. We've got to keep him fast. ..."

Meanwhile, the 0-7 record is one thing, but the Buccaneers ownership will be watching closely to see if Schiano has lost the locker room.

"I have high respect for this coach. He's taken a lot of scrutiny off the field," safety Dashon Goldson said Friday. "These are tough times, we understand that. He has a job to do and we do as players. We just try to do the best we can to prepare every week and win a football game.

"He hasn't lost the locker room."

Winless with nine games remaining, all else may seem lost for the Bucs and Schiano, who has been demonized by callers on sports talk radio programs and loudly booed by the smattering of fans that remained at Raymond James Stadium during Thursday night's loss to the Panthers. He is also the target of "Fire Schiano" billboards that have sprouted around Tampa Bay.

"Have I lost the locker room? No," Schiano said Friday. "Are they listening? Yes. Are we getting everything we need out of them? Obviously not because we're 0-7.

"Ultimately, we've got 61 guys in that locker room that I believe in and I very strongly feel they believe in me. Does belief get tested when you're not having success? Yeah. I'm sure it gets tested both ways when someone misses a play. At the end of the day, these guys are busting their guts to do it. Why are we making a mistake? I always look first at myself. Somehow we didn't communicate it clearly enough. Whether it's the importance of it or the urgency with which it needs to be done of the technique to it. Because I'm a coach, I always look at the coaching first."

However, as the losses mount, the Bucs could be losing confidence in Schiano's game plans.

Case in point. Panthers quarterback Cam Newton broke containment several times in Thursday's game, including on his 6-yard touchdown run. The Bucs had called a defensive line stunt on the play and were unable to get contain, allowing Newton an easy path to the end zone.

"That's not my job," defensive tackle Gerald McCoy said. "I just run the calls I'm told to do, whether I agree with it or not. For me to not run the calls would not be right. I don't get paid to coach or come up with game plans.'

Cornerback Darrelle Revis, whose use in the Bucs' zone schemes has come under scrutiny, also stopped short of giving Schiano's defensive game plan an endorsement.

"I don't know. I don't know." Revis said. "You know, we got a game plan every week. We got to stick to the game plan. We got to abide by the game plan and what we're trying to do to win. I don't think guys are literally going out there and trying to do their own thing. You know, in every game there are mistakes up and down the board. You know, the word that we have to get to and we have to focus on is consistency. That's all. And at this point, that's a hard word for us to try to do, to try to do that, to be consistent. ..."

It's obviously a situation that will be high on the radar in coming days. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As the Tampa Tribune notes, the move to Glennon was expected to rob the Bucs of some mobility at the quarterback position. Through three games, though, Glennon has proved to be even more mobile than his predecessor, Freeman.

Including his season-high 16-yard run two weeks ago against Philadelphia, Glennon has run six times for 32 yards. Freeman ran five times for 20 yards during his three starts.

"I was messing with him after the (Eagles) game, saying, 'Man, I didn't know you could run like that,'" tackle Donald Penn said of Glennon. "I told him, 'Man, you should do that more often.'"

Glennon completed 76 of 130 passes in his first three games -- the most completions and attempts by any quarterback in his first three games in NFL history. Glennon's five touchdown passes in his first three starts ties Indianapolis's Andrew Luck for the most by a rookie in his first three starts.

Doug Martin was inactive Thursday night with a torn labrum in his left shoulder. Various reports have him potentially returning next month.

Tight end Tom Crabtree aggravated an ankle injury and could miss time next week. 
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QB: Mike Glennon, Dan Orlovsky 
RB: Mike James, Brian Leonard, Bobby Rainey, Jeff Demps, Doug Martin 
FB: Erik Lorig, Spencer Larsen 
WR: Vincent Jackson, Tiquan Underwood, Chris Owusu, Russell Shepard, Eric Page 
TE: Tim Wright, Tom Crabtree 
PK: Rian Lindell 
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TENNESSEE TITANS
The Tennessee Titans are back at work after a week off and eager to chase this franchise's first playoff berth since 2008.

The Titans (3-4) went into their bye losing three straight to teams with a combined 18-3 record. They also had a lengthy list of injuries that included middle linebacker Moise Fokou sidelined by an injured left knee and defensive end Derrick Morgan nursing a sore shoulder in a 31-17 loss to San Francisco on Oct. 20.

They got a workout Monday with everyone feeling better after being off seven days straight.

"We faced a little adversity losing three, so now it's time for us to turn it around," cornerback Jason McCourty said. "We got a chance to go home, get our minds clear and now it's only about football. I'm excited to see what we do in these upcoming weeks."

As Associated Press sports writer Teresa M. Walker notes, the Titans trail Indianapolis (5-2) in the AFC South with two games left against the Indianapolis Colts for a chance to close ground in the division. They trail only Denver (7-1), San Diego (4-3) and the New York Jets (4-4) in the AFC wild card chase and are tied with Miami and Baltimore at 3-4. But the Titans already beat the Chargers and Jets, giving them a tiebreaker if needed at the season's end.

Of their four losses, two came by a touchdown or less. The Titans also were at least tied or had a lead in the fourth quarter of three losses with only the loss to San Francisco a blowout.

"Everything we plan to do this season is still out there," McCourty said.

"There's no reason for our confidence to have wavered. We can still get everything we wanted to get done this year," McCourty said. "We just have to continue to come together as a team. Today gave us a chance to go out there and work on some things we needed to work on coming off the bye week. I think we're a lot more healthy, so I'm excited."

Defensively, the Titans worked on improving their run defense. They currently rank 23rd in the NFL, giving up 117.1 yards per game after a stingy start. They also took advantage of coaches spending the bye week self-scouting tendencies over the first seven games and spent time trying to improve defense on first and second downs.

Coach Mike Munchak and other team officials attended a memorial service for owner Bud Adams in Houston. Tight end Delanie Walker said they all talked about wanting to win for their late owner after practice Monday with their first chance to play again since his death Oct. 21 coming Sunday when they visit St. Louis.

"We got to get this one for him, and we know he's going to be up there watching over us and pushing us a little bit more so this is a good week for it," Walker said.

The trip to St. Louis offers Tennessee a mini-reunion not only with Rams coach Jeff Fisher, who spent 17 years coaching the Oilers-Titans before leaving in January 2011, but a handful of former Titans. The Rams are one of six teams remaining on the Titans' schedule with losing records.

Receiver Nate Washington, one of only 16 players left who played in Tennessee for Fisher, said their only incentive is trying to have a winning season. The Titans have had only one winning record in the previous four seasons with Munchak going 9-7 in 2011 and just missing the playoffs on a tiebreaker.

"We're still in it," Washington said. "We just have to make sure we're doing everything we can to tighten up the things we have so we can get the wins we've been letting slip through our hands."

And there's ample reason for optimism.

If nothing else, Jake Locker showed steady progress in the first four games and then got hurt, missing two games with a sprained hip and knee. The Titans were terrible offensively when he was out. He wasn't great in his return against San Francisco, but there is reason to expect good things going forward.

The same can't be said of the run game, however.

According to ESPN.com's Paul Kuharsky, we can't just say Chris Johnson is to blame, though he's got a good share of responsibility for his 3.2-yard average. The offensive line had underperformed, and a group that was supposed to be physical and able to help the Titans get the tough yard has not lived up to expectations.

The play calling of Dowell Loggains doesn't look to have maximized chances.

Shonn Greene got hurt in the first game and didn't make it back until the seventh, when the shape of the game didn't allow the Titans to use him. Greene is not a great running back. But in tandem with CJ and with the way the Titans run block, he should have some effective rushes.

They've got to dictate some games where they can run the ball with Johnson and Greene.

Kendall Wright is the team's leading receiver with 40 catches. He's dangerous, and Kuharsky thinks he'll be even better after the bye. The Titans need to continue to feed him, and when he gets in a bit of a rhythm, they shouldn't hesitate to force feed him until a defense proves it can slow him.

Kenny Britt told TitanInsider.com on Monday that he would welcome a "fresh start" if the Tennessee Titans opted to trade him ahead of Tuesday's 4 p.m. ET deadline.

It didn't happen.

This despite the fact the Titans made it to all teams that Britt was available for "not very much."

As NFL Media columnist Michael Silver put it, "If you have a 12-pack of Coke and athletic tape, you can have Kenny Britt. Nobody wants him."

It's no surprise that other teams didn't taking the Britt bait. He's been phased out of the offense more because of a litany of drops and penalties than a youth movement. Britt has been one of the least effective wide receivers in the NFL this season.

Receiver Damian Williams now inherits the return job for the Titans following the release of Darius Reynaud. Interestingly, part of the reason the Titans drafted Williams in 2010 was his return ability. But Marc Mariani won the job that year, and Reynaud won it last year after Mariani broke his leg in preseason.

And finally. ... The family of the late Adams is taking control of the Titans, naming his son-in-law president and chief executive officer of the team.

Tommy Smith issued a statement Tuesday afternoon that Adams' daughters Susie Adams Smith and Amy Adams Hunt will be co-chairpersons. Grandson Kenneth Adams IV will join the Titans' board of directors.

"We will be taking all the necessary steps, in concert with the league office, to remain in compliance with league rules in our ownership structure," Smith said in his statement.

"That process will not be immediate, but it has begun. Until we gain that approval, we will stay out of the spotlight, but know that we are directing the organization and staying informed of daily activities."

The family held a memorial service for Adams on Monday in Houston, and Smith's statement is the first comment from the Adams' family since his death.

Smith noted he has been involved with this franchise for decades, knowledge that will help during this transition. He also endorsed the Titans' work earlier this year spending more than $100 million adding 20 new players trying to bounce back from a 6-10 record in 2012. Smith said the family has been consistently updated on everything from football operations to business decisions.

"We want our fans to know that we have the best interest of the franchise in mind and we share both Bud's passion for the game and his commitment to the city of Nashville and the Mid-South Region," Smith said. 
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QB: Ryan Fitzpatrick, Rusty Smith, Jake Locker 
RB: Chris Johnson, Shonn Greene, Jackie Battle 
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
Robert Griffin III's knee is fine. But as Associated Press sports writer Joseph White noted, the same can't be said about any facet of the Redskins' passing game.

"Sometimes it may be a read, it may be an overthrow, it may be a protection issue, it may be a dropped ball," head coach Mike Shanahan said Monday.

That about covers it. Griffin has open receivers that he doesn't see. When he does throw it, he's not nearly as accurate as he was a year ago. When he does put the ball on the money, his receivers are dropping it far too often. And, of course, sometimes he under too much pressure, taking, for example, three sacks and 13 more hits in Sunday's 45-21 loss to the Denver Broncos.

"Everything that works together gives you a chance," Shanahan said. "And that's what we're working for on offense. Same thing we did a year ago. But that consistency is the key to winning football games, and we're not there yet."

The Redskins (2-5) blew a 14-point, second-half lead and managed only one good drive against the Broncos, relying on the defense to score or set up 14 points with takeaways. Griffin completed only 15 of 30 passes for 132 yards with one touchdown and two interceptions before he was knocked out of the game when his left knee was squished by 335-pound defensive tackle Terrance Knighton.

Both Shanahan and Griffin said after the game that the quarterback could've returned if the score had been closer. The coach said Monday that the knee was "fine" and "a little bit sore" but that Griffin should practicing as scheduled Wednesday when the Redskins begin on-field preparations for the San Diego Chargers.

Griffin tore ligaments in his right knee last season and has mostly struggled since he returned. He has nine touchdowns, eight interceptions and a 79.2 rating. The Redskins' best offensive performances this season have come when he's run the ball more than a handful of times, complementing the talents of tailbacksAlfred Morris and Roy Helu.

Morris, who set the franchise rushing record in 2012 with the third-most yards ever gained by a rookie running back, had carried 12 times for 85 yards and a touchdown by the time the Redskins took that two-touchdown lead. Morris carried three times on the next series, but then, in a stretch of 13:05 in the third and fourth quarters when Washington led, was tied or was within striking distance, offensive coordinator Kyle Shanahan called 10 passes and just two runs.

This even though Morris' 5.2 yards per-carry is the best of any of the NFL's 25 leading rushers save Oakland quarterback Terrelle Pryor and even though Morris was averaging 7.1 per attempt against Denver before he virtually disappeared from sight.

"Up 21-7 you want to put the game away," said Morris, who has yet to carry 20 times in a game this year after averaging 21 last season. "All you had to do was put the pedal to the medal, but we weren't able to do that. I could care less about getting the ball. All I care about is winning. (But) you've got to have some kind of cojones to (demand the ball). ... I think that's the worst thing you can do."

Except maybe, not running the ball.

The Redskins were coming off a 45-41 survival of Chicago in which they prevailed largely thanks to 220 yards and three touchdowns on 41 carries by Morris, Helu and Griffin. And staying on the ground, as Mike Shanahan said, would have kept the ball out of the hands of Manning and the record-setting Denver offense.

That said, some of those pass plays had potential. Josh Morgan was open deep over the middle, but he turned too late to adjust to a throw that was a little off-target. Aldrick Robinson dropped a third-and-10 pass over the middle. The Redskins' run-pass ratio was basically even until they started throwing every down with a big deficit in the final few minutes.

Before the season, Garcon boasted of this group possibly being the most prolific ever. The Redskins have yet to find a solid No. 2 receiver to put alongside Garcon. The emergence of tight end Jordan Reed helps quite a bit, but the Redskins continue to get little production from the other wideouts.

"As an offense we've been struggling all year," Garcon said. "We have to finally put it together. It's our fault."

According to ESPN.com's John Keim, Garcon was frustrated and it shows at times during games. Like on the deep post in which he was wide open -- by a good 15 yards perhaps -- and not seen. On a play in which the coordinator told him earlier in the week that he'd be wide open. Not that it hurt Washington as the Redskins still scored on the drive.

But it's just where the passing game is at, even against a defense that had struggled before this game.

"Doesn't matter who [you're playing]. If you suck at passing, you suck at passing," Garcon said. "We've just got to figure it out."

Garcon was not pointing the finger at Griffin, but rather at the whole group.

Garcon was asked if he felt the offense had turned a corner after the previous two games in which they moved the ball well.

"We haven't put up a fair amount of games where we played equally good running the ball and passing the ball," he said, "so that's a no."

According to ESPN Stats & Information, Griffin failed on all seven pass attempts of 15 yards or more. He was pressured or sacked on 42 percent of his dropbacks, the highest percentage of his career. Makes life tough under those circumstances, but Griffin needs to help himself, too, and defeat the rap that he struggles when he can't hit his primary target.

The Redskins have a chance to still climb back into respectability the next two weeks with a home game against San Diego and a road game at Minnesota. Their outlook would then change considerably.

From Week 1, hope for a successful Redskins season has featured the same recurring themes: Griffin will eventually get back to his old self, the NFC East is up for grabs because there's no dominant team, and early losses aren't reason for panic in the wake of last year's seven-game winning streak that won the division.

None of that matters, though, if the Redskins don't start playing better. ...

For the record, Griffin practiced fully as expected Wednesday; Garcon (calf) was limited.

Other notes of interest. ... Garcon's seven catches at Denver gave him 47 this season, the most by a Redskin through seven games in franchise history.

Reed has set a Redskins rookie tight end record with 388 receiving yards with nine games still to play.

The Redskins were interested in trading tight end Fred Davis as Tuesday's league-wide trade deadline passed. They were unsuccessful.

Davis has only three catches this season and has been on the inactive list for each of the Redskins' past two games while Reed has emerged as one of the top targets for Griffin. 
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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: Jordan Reed, Logan Paulsen, Fred Davis, Niles Paul 
PK: Kai Forbath 
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