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ARIZONA CARDINALS
There's no one blueprint for a team to make run deep into the playoffs.

But as ESPN.com's Josh Weinfuss notes, general manager Steve Keim seems to have found the game plan for the Cardinals to play into late January or even early February.

"Play with the focus and consistency we played with yesterday," Keim said on his weekly radio segment on Arizona Sports 98.7 FM.

Keim felt the Cardinals shot themselves in the foot in the first half with five drives into St. Louis' territory that produced just 10 points, but they were able to make up for it in the second half with 17 points in a dominating win over a division rival.

But Keim was pleased with the diversity of Arizona's contributors, from veterans such as quarterback Carson Palmer and wide receiver Michael Floyd, to rookies such as running back David Johnson and wide receiver J.J. Nelson.

"If we can continue to run the ball with effectiveness like we did yesterday and continue to set up our play-action game and our passing game in general," Keim said, "we'll be a tough team to stop."

Keim didn't have an update on any of the Cardinals' injuries. He had yet to speak with Cardinals trainer Tom Reed when he went on the radio. He said he hasn't talked to Andre Ellington about his foot recently.

That might be because he doesn't need to, right?

It turns out David Johnson is pretty good.

We all could sense that. We all knew the rookie was fast and strong. But according to Weinfuss, teammates had some information the rest of us didn't. They knew that Johnson had dedicated himself to learning the playbook and was mature beyond his years.

They expected what he provided -- the 99 rushing yards on 22 carries and the two receptions for 21 yards and a touchdown -- in a win over the Rams on Sunday.

There was, however, one thing that Palmer wanted to see out of the running back: How well he could pass block.

"It's the thing he had to prove in a live situation," Palmer said. "He hadn't had that many opportunities up until now but we had complete confidence in him."

At 6-1 and 224 pounds, head coach Bruce Arians expected Johnson to be formidable in pass protection. And he was.

Arizona didn't change its offense, running the same plays it would have had Chris Johnson been healthy. But Palmer felt David Johnson benefited from watching from the sideline for the first 11 weeks of the season as a secondary role player instead of the feature back.

On Friday, Arians estimated Johnson would get about 25 touches. He finished with 24. But Johnson was used early and often. Arians knew a power run scheme would work well against the Rams, especially with a power back like Johnson. The rookie had 17 rushes for 93 yards between the tackles, the most by any player against the Rams this season, according to ESPN Stats & Information tracking. Johnson had 78 such yards coming into the game.

"Johnson's ability to run and catch Sunday moved Arians to draw a comparison to a potential Hall of Famer.

"He brings a heavy-down back that is very similar to the likes of a young Edgerrin James," Arians said.

Arians' plan was to rest Johnson in the fourth quarter, not just because Arizona plays Minnesota on Thursday but because after running 35 times in the team's first 11 games, Johnson's body needed the break. But after Arizona's other two running backs were sidelined -- Stepfan Taylor by injury and Kerwynn Williams by cramps -- Arians had to play Johnson again.

Taylor suffered a right shoulder injury. He said on Monday that it's nothing serious and that he will play on Thursday. Ellington (toe) has been ruled out and will miss a second consecutive game this week.

Fortunately, as Weinfuss suggested, Johnson has the size and youth to play all day if he had to. He also showed that he's got the all-around game to be a factor for the Cardinals during the homestretch of the regular season.

But his teammates already knew that. ...

For the record, Arians told SiriusXM NFL Radio on Tuesday night that he hopes to give Johnson 25 touches once again this week.

The team went back to work Monday to begin preparation for Thursday night's game. Arians said all the practices will be walk-throughs, although the players "might break a sweat Wednesday."

"The grind of starting a game plan this soon after a game is really tough on the players sometimes," he said, "so it's just mentally and physically a grind right now for the next 48 hours."

At least the Cardinals are playing at home.

Other notes of interest. ... Larry Fitzgerald became the youngest player in NFL history to reach 1,000 catches in his career on Sunday in St. Louis.

The milestone came on his eighth reception -- a 7-yard pass early in the fourth quarter. Fitzgerald hit the mark in 32 years, 97 days, faster than the previous record-holder, Andre Johnson, who reached 1,000 receptions in 33 years, 163 days.

Fitzgerald became the 11th player in NFL history to reach 1,000 receptions. After Sunday's game, he's tied with Hines Ward for 10th on the all-time receptions list with 1,000.

Fitzgerald also surpassed 1,000 yards Sunday for the first time since 2011. Heading into Thursday night, Fitzgerald sits at 1,047 yards for the season.

Fitzgerald said he reached the milestone earlier than anyone else because he had a head start. Fitzgerald was drafted in 2004 at 20 years old but played his first game at 21. Johnson was 22 for his NFL debut while Jerry Rice, who was the third-youngest to reach 1,000 catches, turned 23 during his rookie season.

"I just got a quick jump on them," Fitzgerald said.

Sunday's record was just the latest addition to Fitzgerald's Hall of Fame-caliber career, but Fitzgerald has long downplayed any milestone's significance.

"The personal stuff, it's all good, but I've done all the personal stuff," Fitzgerald said. "That stuff is great.

"The only thing I really need personally for me -- I feel like my career's fulfilled -- is a championship. Each [win] just gets us a step closer, and that's what it's about. ..."

Floyd has been "excellent" this season, Keim said. The general manager then listed off reasons why Floyd has looked good this season: He's more mature, he has a "great attitude" and Keim raved about Floyd's work ethic, he's not as tight when he runs routes and he's improved his catch radius.

Keim said he's discussed a long-term extension with Floyd's team, but the plan is to dive into those discussions after the season. ...

Palmer threw 40 times and was sacked twice. That's not bad. He also had 356 passing yards, two touchdowns and no interceptions. He used almost all of his diverse weapons. Seven players caught passes.

Tight end Jermaine Gresham (knee) was moving fine after the game Sunday. But he has yet to practice this week and is a game-time decision for Thursday night.

John Brown (hamstring), Floyd (hamstring) and Fitzgerald (ankle) are all listed as probable. 

DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image1]
QB: Carson Palmer, Drew Stanton, Matt Barkley 
RB: David Johnson, Kerwynn Williams, Stepfan Taylor, Andre Ellington, Chris Johnson 
WR: Larry Fitzgerald, John Brown, Michael Floyd, J.J. Nelson, Jaron Brown, Brittan Golden 
TE: Jermaine Gresham, Troy Niklas, Darren Fells 
PK: Chandler Catanzaro 
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ATLANTA FALCONS
As ESPN.com's Vaughn McClure notes, the Falcons' playoff chances are slim, even after a 5-0 start to the season.

Sunday's 23-19 loss to the Buccaneers was the Falcons' fifth in a row and dropped them to 6-6 on the season. The Buccaneers are 6-6 as well and own the tiebreaker over the Falcons in any wild-card scenarios, having swept the season series. But there's no sign the Falcons will rebound in time to remain in the postseason picture.

The Falcons next travel to Charlotte to take on undefeated Carolina. They'll face the Panthers again two weeks later, and it seems unrealistic they could knock off the NFC's best team twice in a three-week period.

Sunday's loss to the Bucs came down to red-zone issues, as the Falcons went 1-of-3 in such scoring opportunities. Also, tackling problems continued for the defense, which allowed the Buccaneers too many explosive plays.

The Falcons held a players-only meeting on Monday with hopes of turning things around. Unfortunately, not even it could spark them to victory.

Meanwhile, the Atlanta Journal-Constitution reports that wide receiver Julio Jones is confounded by the red zone offense and why he's been excluded.

The Falcons continued to struggle in the red zone on Sunday.

"I don't know what they are doing," said Jones, when ask why he's not getting any fade routes of jump balls to help out in the red zone.

Jones was targeted 17 times and he caught eight passes for 93 yards. He now has 102 catches for 1,338 yard and six touchdowns. He has not scored a touchdown in the past four games.

The Falcons were one of three in the red zone against the Bucs and had to settle for two field goals.

"Man, I don't know," Jones told AJC reporter D. Orlando Ledbetter when asked why they used him more inside the opponent's 20-yard line. "I just go out there and do what I'm told to do. If we are getting those looks, they'll call those plays, but I don't know.

"I don't know what we are doing down there. I don't know what the thinking it is as far as if we're going to throw jump balls or if we are going to run the ball with whatever look we get down there. We practice throughout the week throwing jump balls and fades and doing all of those things. But when the game comes, you never know what's going to come up."

"This is very tough. Like you said, we had it. We didn't finish the game, the way we are capable of finishing the game. We came out today with a lot of energy. We practiced very well this week. We came into the game very confident that we were going to win the game. We just didn't get the outcome that we wanted.

The lone score inside the 20 came when Ryan hit Nick Williams for a 5-yard touchdown early in the fourth quarter. It was a nice play-action pass in which Ryan rolled out and hit Williams sprinting across the formation.

Jones caught two passes in the red zone Sunday, but the Falcons didn't look his way on any goal-to-go situations.

Things won't get any easier going up against Panthers cornerback Josh Norman this week. But Jones is clearly the best player on this year's team, which makes it all the harder to guess why the Falcons would go elsewhere on the biggest plays of the game. ...

In a related note. ... Jones has 102 catches for 1,338 yards overall this season and is clearly the best player on this year's team, which makes it all the harder to guess why the Falcons would go elsewhere on the biggest plays of the game. Jones is just the second player in NFL history to have 100 catches through 12 games, joining Marvin Harrison. Harrison went on to set an NFL record with 143 receptions.

Jones also passed former Falcons wide receiver Andre Rison for fourth on the franchise's all-time receiving list on his sixth reception of the game. ...

One last Jones related item. ... The wideout was limited in Wednesday's practice by a sore knee. Jones got extensive treatment after the Tampa Bay game but told McClure the injury was no big deal. We'll follow up as needed. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As McClure pointed out, Ryan was on the cusp of having a rebound performance, but he ended any chances of a last-minute comeback with a poor throw intercepted by Buccaneers linebacker Lavonte David with 1 minute, 39 seconds left in regulation. Ryan now has nine interceptions in the last six games.

Ryan completed 30 of 45 passes for 269 yards and one touchdown. Ryan has now has thrown for at least 200 yards in 38 straight road games, which leads the NFL.

Roddy White had three catches for 33 yards as Ryan spread the ball around to eight different receivers.

Devonta Freeman returned after missing the last game with a concussion. According to the Sports Xchange, he was held in check for most of the day and that contributed to another poor game in the red zone. The Falcons have not had a rushing touchdown since playing New Orleans on Oct. 15.

Freeman finished the game with 10 receptions -- a new career high -- for 56 yards. He also had 14 carries for 47 yards. This was Freeman's eighth game this season with at least 100 total yards.

Shayne Graham, signed as an emergency replacement for the injured Matt Bryant (quad), had four field goals against the Buccaneers, including a 52-yarder and a 47-yarder. He has made all five of his field goals since joining the team. It's not clear when Bryant will return. 
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QB: Matt Ryan, Sean Renfree 
RB: Devonta Freeman, Tevin Coleman, Terron Ward 
FB: Patrick DiMarco 
WR: Julio Jones, Roddy White, Nick Williams, Justin Hardy, Devin Hester, Eric Weems 
TE: Jacob Tamme, Levine Toilolo, Tony Moeaki 
PK: Shayne Graham, Matt Bryant 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS
According to Associated Press sports writer David Ginsburg, the Ravens have no interest in playing the spoiler's role during the final four weeks of the regular season.

Baltimore begins a stretch of three straight home games Sunday against the Seahawks, who are in the thick of the NFC wild-card race. The Ravens then host Kansas City and Pittsburgh, teams also chasing a playoff spot.

Though the Ravens (4-8) have only a mathematical chance of reaching the postseason, they have an opportunity to influence the playoff configuration. Not that they care.

"It's all about our team," head coach John Harbaugh said Monday. "We don't get involved in that kind of thinking -- ever. I don't think that's much of a motivator for anybody."

Baltimore must win its final four games to avoid its first losing since Harbaugh took over in 2008. Heck, 8-8 just might be good enough for a playoff berth.

"Miracles do happen in terms of outcomes," Harbaugh said, "but I don't care about any of that -- other than the fact that we're going to go out and win a football game this week."

The Ravens have lost several stars to injury this season, most notably quarterback Joe Flacco, receiver Steve Smith and linebacker Terrell Suggs. The decimation of the roster continued Monday when rookie tight end Nick Boyle received a four-game suspension for violating the NFL policy on performance enhancing substances.

Baltimore has remained competitive throughout. The Ravens' eight losses have come by a total of 34 points, including a defeat to Jacksonville in which the NFL later acknowledged that a blown call on the penultimate play led to the winning field goal.

The disappointment continued Sunday in a 15-13 loss to Miami in which a pair of deflected passes, a questionable spot on fourth down and an offensive pass interference call proved pivotal.

"The difference in that game is two crazy plays and a couple calls," Harbaugh said. "That's what it comes down to in this league. And it hasn't been going our way. All season long it hasn't gone our way. ... I'd love to see the data on that in terms of who's getting more calls against them that are wrong. That's not an excuse. That's just a fact."

In spite of it all, Harbaugh remains convinced he's getting the maximum effort from the players he's got left.

"Everybody's handling a very difficult season without blinking, without backing up one inch," he said. "And that's what we're going to continue to do for the next four weeks."

The good news, at least for fantasy owners, is the fact that rookie Buck Allen put together a productive daily double for a running back in his first game as the starter.

Allen became just the third player in the past five seasons to have at least 15 rushes and 12 receptions in the same game, according to ESPN Stats & Information. The previous one to do so was Matt Forte in 2014, which is more than just coincidence.

Marc Trestman was Forte's head coach in Chicago the previous two seasons, and he's currently the offensive coordinator for Allen. Like Forte, Allen is explosive with the ball in his hands. And, like Forte, Allen has the vision to find the lanes in between the tackles as a runner and has the size, strength and hands to make plays as a receiver.

"He's really coming on," Harbaugh said. "He's becoming quite a threat."

Allen carried the Ravens' offense Sunday, producing 170 yards of total offense (107 yards receiving and 63 yards rushing). That accounted for 45.3 percent of Baltimore's offensive output. Allen almost single-handedly outgained the Dolphins, who had just 49 more yards than him.

As ESPN.com's Jamison Hensley explained, what makes him dangerous is how he turned a checkdown into touchdown. On the opening drive of the second half, Allen caught a short pass and ran 41 yards for a touchdown. After eluding one tackler at the 21-yard line, he reached the end zone with a slick cutback move on safety Michael Thomas at the Dolphins' 10.

"You know one-on-one, I go with myself over anybody," Allen said.

Hensley went on to suggest that Allen is making a strong case to keep the top spot even when starter Justin Forsett (broken arm) and top backup Lorenzo Taliaferro (foot) return next year after suffering season-ending injuries. In two starts, Allen has totaled 254 yards, which only trailed one other running back, Pittsburgh's DeAngelo Williams (282).

"Like I said from the beginning, whatever the coaches need me to do, whatever they want me to do, whenever my number is called, I make the best of it and execute the play," Allen said. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Matt Schaub continues to be his own worst enemy, throwing his seventh pick-six since 2013. He tried to throw a pass with 6-foot-2, 280-pound defensive end Derrick Shelby in his way. Shelby batted the pass and ran it back 22 yards late in the second quarter to stake Miami to a 15-0 lead.

This interception came three passes after Schaub threw his first pick of the game.

Harbaugh said the Ravens followed the NFL concussion protocol "to a T" after Schaub received a blow to the head Sunday. He returned after being examined.

But Schaub also injured his knee and shoulder . There's a chance that he might miss a chunk of practice time leading up to Sunday's game against the Seahawks.

"It looks like he's going to be able to play," Harbaugh said. "He got bounced around pretty good in the game. Too much. I think he's going to be OK. He's a tough guy. We'll plan on Matt being the quarterback."

Any missed practice time will Schaub allow newly-signed back Jimmy Clausen to get some reps. ...

Boyle's suspension begins immediately, which leaves Baltimore with no healthy tight ends currently on the 53-man roster.

Starting tight end Crockett Gillmore left Sunday's game in the first half with a back injury and didn't return. Maxx Williams, the rookie second-round pick, missed Sunday's game with a concussion. Harbaugh believes Gillmore and Williams will play against the Seahawks.

I'll be following up on Schaub and the tight ends via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Boyle will be eligible to return to the active roster following the Ravens' season finale on Jan. 3.

Boyle has 18 receptions for 153 yards this season. He was a fifth-round pick last spring who has seen significant action in part because injuries have become a tight end-dependent offense given their injuries at wide receiver.

The Ravens added tight ends Richard Gordon and Konrad Reuland to their active roster Tuesday.

Reuland was promoted from the practice squad. Gordon was signed after being released by the Broncos last week. The Ravens are Gordon's sixth NFL team. ...

Justin Tucker missed a 55-yard field-goal attempt in the fourth quarter. He's 2-of-8 (25 percent) from 50 yards this season.

And finally. ... Flacco, who tore his ACL and MCL on Nov. 22, had surgery on his knee Tuesday. It's unclear if the MCL will be surgically repaired along with the ACL. If so, it will add 4 to 6 weeks to his recovery time. 
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QB: Matt Schaub, Jimmy Clausen 
RB: Javorius Allen, Terrance West, Raheem Mostert 
FB: Kyle Juszczyk 
WR: Kamar Aiken, Chris Givens, Jeremy Butler, Daniel Brown, Marlon Brown, Kaelin Clay 
TE: Crockett Gillmore, Maxx Williams, Konrad Reuland, Richard Gordon,Nick Boyle 
PK: Justin Tucker 
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BUFFALO BILLS
As Associated Press sports writer John Wawrow noted on Monday, whether it's Tyrod Taylor throwing deep, Sammy Watkins making catches in double coverage or LeSean McCoy bursting his way down the sideline, the Buffalo Bills offense is showing signs of having a big-play dimension.

With injuries piling up on defense, head coach Rex Ryan understands he'll have to lean more on his offensive playmakers for the Bills to stay in the AFC playoff hunt.

"Oh yeah, no question," Ryan said Monday. "I think this is what we talked about building a team where it's complementary football. And that's what you want."

The Bills (6-6) are going to need to overcome a banged-up defense that could be minus yet another starter -- cornerback Stephon Gilmore -- on Sunday when Buffalo travels to play Philadelphia (5-7).

Ryan said he's not sure whether Gilmore will play after he hurt his shoulder in a 30-21 win over Houston on Sunday. Backup cornerback Ron Brooks is in question after he also hurt his shoulder. Starting linebacker Nigel Bradham is in jeopardy of missing his second game with a sprained right ankle.

Starting defensive tackle Kyle Williams is on injured reserve. And starting safety Aaron Williams still isn't ready to return from a neck injury that has forced him to miss the past six games.

That puts more emphasis on Buffalo's offense, which is starting to establish a quick-strike identity that was on full display against Houston.

Taylor, who had three touchdowns passing and another rushing, completed just 11 of 21 attempts, but three of them went for 40 yards or longer. Along with two 53-yard completions to Watkins, and Taylor secured the win with a go-ahead 40-yard touchdown pass to tight end Charles Claywith 1:53 left.

As ESPN.com's Mike Rodak noted, When McCoy wasn't in the locker room to be evaluated for a concussion, he was an effective runner, averaging 5.3 yards on 21 carries. He rushed for 112 yards, the third time in the past five games that he's finished with that exact amount. His 20-yard run late in the fourth quarter set the stage for Clay's touchdown

Add it up, and the Bills combined for 390 yards offense on just 58 plays from scrimmage against a Texans defense that had not allowed more than 270 yards in each of its previous four games.

"Those big plays you see are not by mistake," McCoy said following the game. "We want to pound the ball, give them different looks, and then we want to take shots."

Buffalo's offense is the most productive when balanced. The Bills are 6-0 when attempting 29 or fewer passes.

The Bills lead the NFL with 19 touchdowns of 20 yards or longer. And they entered last weekend ranked second in the NFL with 47 runs of 10 yards or more.

In his past eight starts, Taylor has 13 TDs passing and two rushing with one interception and a lost fumble. Buffalo's 13 touchdowns rushing are the most through 12 games since they had that many in 2002, according to STATS.

That's the type of approach Ryan and coordinator Greg Roman envisioned when they arrived in Buffalo in January.

It began with the addition of McCoy, the NFL's 2013 yards-rushing leader, who was acquired in a trade with Philadelphia. It continued with Buffalo signing Clay to a contract the Miami Dolphins refused to match. Clay became the fourth Bills tight end in team history to reach 50 receptions in a season.

And it came together once Taylor won an offseason quarterback competition and provided the offense a dual-threat dimension as a strong-armed passer and dynamic scrambler.

The Bills are 6-4 under Taylor, a first-time starter who spent the previous four seasons serving as Joe Flacco's backup in Baltimore.

With each outing, Taylor is showing signs of having the potential to keep the job on a long-term basis.

He has set a team record by not throwing an interception in 187 consecutive attempts. He ranks fourth in the NFL with a 104.3 passer rating. And he has a league-leading 117 passer rating in the fourth quarter.

"That tells you that the pressure doesn't get to him. He's a cool customer," Ryan said, referring to Taylor's numbers. "I think that's a good indication that we might actually have a real quarterback."

Meanwhile, Watkins' three catches for 109 yards made him far and away the top performer among the Bills' group of receivers. It was a similar story to the first half of last week's loss to the Chiefs, when Watkins had six catches for 158 yards: If Taylor throws the ball to Watkins, it doesn't matter whether Watkins is covered or not -- he'll more than likely catch it.

His first-quarter touchdown catch made him the third Bills player to have at least 12 touchdown receptions in his first two seasons, joining Lee Evans (16, 2004-05) and Elbert Dubenion (13, 1960-61). Watkins' performance again backed up what he said earlier this season: Even when he's covered, throw him the ball. He'll catch it.

Other notes of interest. ... According to Rodak, McCoy did not have much to say about his return to Philadelphia this weekend when the Bills travel to face his former team.

"I mean, you all know who [is] next," McCoy said at the end of his postgame news conference when questioned on the topic.

McCoy, whom the Eagles traded to the Bills in March in exchange for linebacker Kiko Alonso, had been vocal this offseason about his frustrations with Eagles coach Chip Kelly. The star running back told ESPN The Magazine in an interview published in May that Kelly, "got rid of all the black players."

Ryan expects the game to be "special" to McCoy.

"It's gonna be special," Ryan said after Sunday's game. "He cares a great deal about a lot of those guys over there. His teammates and things, and you know what that community means to him, and he's a Pennsylvania guy. So obviously that's gonna be a huge game for him."

Ryan said he's hopeful rookie running back Karlos Williams (left shoulder) and starting right tackle Seantrel Henderson (illness) will return after both missed one game, but Williams was not on the practice field Wednesday.

With Williams out, Mike Gillislee, on the Bills practice squad on Saturday, had seven carries for 41 yards including a 30-yard run that set up the Bills' first touchdown. ...

Ryan wasn't rough on his kicker after the game, noting that both kickers struggled Sunday, but Dan Carpenter's missed extra point and missed 50-yard field goal have to be a concern for the Bills a week after he missed an extra point against the Chiefs. That's four missed PATs and four missed FGs this season. Still, there are no signs that the Bills will seek a replacement for him, however.

And finally. ... the Bills promoted rookie tight end Nick O'Leary from the practice squad Tuesday. The Bills waived tight end Matthew Mulligan, who had played in all 12 games and started five. 
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QB: Tyrod Taylor, EJ Manuel, Josh Johnson 
RB: LeSean McCoy, Mike Gillislee, Anthony Dixon, Karlos Williams 
FB: Jerome Felton 
WR: Sammy Watkins, Robert Woods, Chris Hogan, Marcus Easley, Marcus Thigpen 
TE: Charles Clay, Chris Gragg, Nick O'Leary 
PK: Dan Carpenter 
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CAROLINA PANTHERS
Cam Newton is thriving this season with the game on the line.

As the Associated Press notes, the fifth-year signal-caller has a passer rating of 115 -- second-best in the NFL -- in the fourth quarter, having completed 65.3 percent of his passes for 673 yards with six touchdowns and only one interception.

On Sunday, Newton helped the Panthers remain unbeaten by leading his them back from two different deficits, completed 9 of 13 passes for 149 yards and two TDs in the fourth quarter a 41-38 win against the New Orleans Saints.

Newton tied a career-high with five TD passes and helped the Panthers extend their regular season win streak to 16 games.

The Panthers rank third in the league in scoring this season.

Newton has been a big part of it, throwing for a career-high 25 touchdown passes -- with four games left to play. They host the struggling Atlanta Falcons on Sunday.

Offensive coordinator Mike Shula, who has been coaching Newton for the past five seasons, said the quarterback has been handling pressure situations much better this season than perhaps earlier in his career.

He attributes that to a "relaxed calmness" that Newton has shown time and time again this season, but most noticeably in an early season overtime win against Indianapolis and on Sunday on the road against the Saints.

"I think it is confidence in himself and confidence in his teammates -- an approach where it doesn't matter what's going to happen, we're going to get it done," Shula said.

Worth noting: Newton was named the NFC Offensive Player of the Week on Wednesday. That's third time in five weeks Newton has earned that distinction. According to Profootballtalk.com, the last time that happened was 2007, when Tom Brady of the Patriots won three player of the week awards in five weeks while quarterbacking an undefeated team.

The award is the sixth of Newton's career.

In addition to the five scoring tosses, Newton was 28-of-41 passing for 331 yards. He also ran 10 times for 49 yards.

For the season, Newton has 25 touchdown passes vs. 10 interceptions, 2,797 passing yards, 476 rushing yards and seven rushing touchdowns.

Meanwhile, Newton's huge totals against the Saints were partly because of wide receiver Ted Ginn.

Of course, as PFT's Darin Gantt suggests, they'd have also been bigger if not for Ginn.

The former first-round pick have five catches for 80 yards and two touchdowns, but he also dropped what would have been two sure touchdowns, at points when they might have been killers.

"I know I didn't come down with a couple of catches today but the ones I did come down with put points on the board," Ginn told Jonathan Jones of the Charlotte Observer.

His fourth-quarter drop was bailed out when Jerricho Cotchery caught the game-winner, allowing the Panthers to win a third straight division title.

And he did come back to make plays, as he has consistently with the Panthers. He has six receiving touchdowns this year, and 11 in his two seasons with Carolina (28 games). In his seven seasons with the Dolphins, 49ers and Cardinals (104 games), he had six combined receiving touchdowns.

But those drops. Yeah.

"The two drops," Ginn said, "I have no excuse. I dropped them. Period. ...

One of the elements of the Panthers success has been working around their shortcomings all year. They know they don't have many receivers, and that Ginn is the best among them. They also know that he's a ball-dropper, so you have to deal in bulk with him, budget for the ones he doesn't catch, and enjoy the big plays he's capable of making.

Worth noting: Now standing at 12-0, the Panthers set an NFC record with their 16th consecutive regular-season victory. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Newton took a hard, helmet-to-helmet shot from a Saints linebacker he didn't see coming.

Then, apparently, he had to take a leak.

Somewhere in that brief visit to the men's room/locker room, Newton was checked for a concussion and cleared by an independent neurologist.

"Well, I got hit. I deserved to get hit to be honest with you, looking back at it," Newton said. " I had to use the bathroom and I told the team doctors can we do the (concussion) protocol in the back? And when I came in and used the restroom, I think his name was Dr. Heck, came in and did the concussion protocol with our team doctor, and asked me numerous questions like the days of the week, and how many turnovers we had in the game – and I told him I was fine."

"It's a physical sport – I mean it's not ballet. Football is a collision sport. But I'm fine, and I do not have a concussion. The referee did a tremendous job. Numerous times he kept asking me if I was all right. He kept looking at me in the eye to make sure I was focused. I've been keeping up with things in the NFL and guys having concussions – especially the situation that happened in St. Louis. But hear me when I say, I do not have a concussion. ..."

Greg Olsen, who passed Wesley Walls for most career receptions by a tight end in Panthers history, caught nine passes for 129 yards. As the Sports Xchange notes, Olsen's top three single-game yardage totals have come this season (134 vs. Saints, Week 3; 131 vs. Seahawks, Week 6). ...

As ESPN.com's David Newton notes, the Panthers didn't activate running back Cameron Artis-Payne for the fifth straight week even though Rivera said there is a plan to get starter Jonathan Stewart fewer carries so he will be rested for the playoffs.

Stewart surpassed his single-season high of 221 carries (2009) in the first half with 11 carries. With the division title wrapped up look for the Panthers to start cutting his carries to keep him fresh for the playoffs.

Speaking of that. ... Rivera admitted he might rest some starters if the Panthers got to 15-0.

But it's also clear he's not wild about the idea.

Rivera seemed open to the possibility, with many conditions.

"Hypothetically speaking, yes – to a point," Rivera told Bill Voth of BlackandBlueReview.com. "The reason I would is because I was on a team that had done the same thing, and we didn't, and it cost us in my opinion because I thought we were rusty.

"I wasn't the head coach then and didn't make that decision but I went along with it."

As Profootballtalk.com suggested, Rivera was likely talking about the 2009 Chargers, who played Philip Rivers less than a quarter after wrapping up a bye, and then fell flat in the divisional round against the Jets, scoring just 14 points after what amounted to two weeks off. Rivera was Norv Turner's defensive coordinator that year.

"The ultimate goal is to win it all, not necessarily be undefeated," Rivera said. "That's the most important thing -- to come into the playoffs on an up note as opposed to down or where somebody gets hurt needlessly."

I'll have more on this in the Late-Breaking Update section this week. ... 
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QB: Cam Newton, Derek Anderson, Joe Webb 
RB: Jonathan Stewart, Mike Tolbert, Fozzy Whittaker, Cameron Artis-Payne 
FB: Mike Tolbert 
WR: Ted Ginn, Devin Funchess, Corey Brown, Jerricho Cotchery, Kevin Norwood 
TE: Greg Olsen, Ed Dickson 
PK: Graham Gano 
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CHICAGO BEARS
As the Sports Xchange noted, a 26-20 overtime loss Sunday to the 49ers served as an unofficial cutoff point in the Bears' first season under head coach John Fox.

Although the Bears are still mathematically alive, even Fox on Monday wasn't about to paint unrealistic playoff scenarios and the team now turns its attention from trying to surprise as a playoff team to continued building toward next season.

"In my experience in this league, it's either a carnival after you win or it's a crisis after you lose," Fox said. "It's just the nature of what we do.

"These guys are professionals. They understand that we still have a quarter left of the season. It's no less or more important other than (the fact) it's the finishing quarter. So it's the worst you can finish is 5-11, the best you can finish is 9-7 and those sound completely different."

While player evaluation will be important, this is no different than at other times in the first season of this coaching regime.

"I think we've evaluated the team all the way up to this point," Fox said. "That's not going to change moving forward."

The Bears do need to find out answers to several team-oriented questions moving into the final quarter with a game at home against Washington, and one is why they struggle so much at home.

It began with a 2-6 season last year under Marc Trestman and continued now to a 1-5 record this year under Fox, including eight of the last nine.

Limiting big plays at home on the defensive side would be a good start.

After keeping San Francisco out of the end zone for almost four quarters, the defense fell prey to two massive breakdowns on touchdowns by Blaine Gabbert and Torrey Smith (the game winner in overtime). Up until the fourth quarter, the Bears' defense had gone six quarters without surrendering a touchdown.

The big mistakes weren't limited to defense. Jay Cutler's pick-six early in the game came on a wide receiver screen route jumped by the 49ers, but other teams have been doing the same in recent games against the Bears and Cutler managed to avoid this.

"I think if you don't see a guy or miss a coverage -- things like that -- those are kind of tough ones to swallow," Cutler said. "I knew exactly what happened there. We got it corrected on the sideline and we were off and rolling."

Cutler also overthrew two receivers on deep routes. So the problems ran deeper than a few big plays allowed on defense.

Even kicker Robbie Gould's big disaster, two missed short field goals including a 36-yarder for the win, couldn't be cited as something he's done repetitively.

On offense, Cutler sees a trend that has to be corrected in the final four games.

"We didn't play that great against Green Bay, either," he said. "That's just the facts. Today, we didn't play exceptionally well either.

So, offensively we have a lot of work to do."

They'll have plenty of time for self-analysis, self-improvement and overall team improvement now that the playoff talk can fade away and the actual meaning of this season -- building a foundation for the future -- can return to the focus.

Fox's 2002 team in Carolina went 7-9 without making the playoffs, but won four of its final five and used that as a springboard the next season to making the Super Bowl.

It's something they can shoot for now, while talent analysis goes on and several goals are sought. ...

Chicago wraps up the year with dates against Washington, Minnesota, Tampa Bay and Detroit. The Bears lost earlier in the season to both the Vikings and Lions.

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's Jeff Dickerson notes, there is no reason to play Ka'Deem Carey (except on the goal line) early in the game when Matt Forte and Jeremy Langford are both healthy -- a point on which fantasy owners will certainly agree.

Nonetheless, the Bears lined up Carey in the backfield to begin a second-quarter series and he promptly got called for holding.

Dickerson went on to state the obvious: Tailbacks need to establish rhythm. It's tough enough for Forte and Langford to settle in when each player is rotating series. Adding Carey to the mix is unnecessary and in this case proved counterproductive. However, Carey did score a late touchdown from the 4-yard line.

Forte had 123 all-purpose yards and one touchdown in the losing effort. He did a terrific job pushing the pile forward on his 5-yard touchdown run.

Meanwhile, Langford has to work on catching routine passes. He had another bad drop on third down -- the one blip in his otherwise impressive performance.

As noted above, Cutler tossed his third pick-six on the year when San Francisco safety Jimmie Ward jumped in front of a ball intended for Alshon Jeffery on a slip screen. Ward read the play beautifully, but Cutler made a bad throw. Only San Diego quarterback Philip Rivers (four) has more pick-sixes in 2015, according to ESPN Stats & Information.

For all the progress Cutler has made this year, he still turns the ball over too much.

Against the NFL's 28th-ranked passing defense, Jeffery had four receptions for 85 yards. Cutler finished the game 18-of-31 for 202 yards and the interception (64.2 passer rating).

Cutler was given the concussion protocol after being slammed to the turf in the second half, but had no problems. "He got me pretty good," Cutler said. "I got up from the play. We went through the protocol. I had no problems. I talked to the doctors again. I feel fine at this point."

The Bears placed tight end Martellus Bennett on injured reserve because of a ribs injury and signed tight end Rob Housler, the team announced on Tuesday.

Bennett is tied for ninth in receptions (53) among NFL tight ends. He made the Pro Bowl in 2014 after catching a career-high 90 passes for 916 yards and six touchdowns.

Bennett injured his ribs in Chicago's loss to Denver on Nov. 22, and subsequently missed the team's next game versus the Green Bay Packers on Thanksgiving.

Housler appeared in 61 games with 27 starts over five seasons with Arizona (2011-14) and Cleveland (2015). The 6-foot-6, 250-pound tight end has 106 receptions for 1,139 yards and one touchdown. He seems unlikely to push Zach Miller for a contributing role. ...

Receiver Eddie Royal (knee) missed a fifth straight game. Receiver Marquess Wilson (foot) missed the game after an injury in practice.

Royal was on the practice field, working on a limited basis Wednesday; Wilson was not.

Rookie Kevin White (shin) has one more game to go until the team must decide whether to activate him from the PUP list. White, who practiced on a limited basis last week, went through a rigorous workout at Soldier Field prior to Sunday's game.

I'll follow up on all involved via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. 
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QB: Jay Cutler, David Fales 
RB: Matt Forte, Jeremy Langford, Antone Smith, Ka'Deem Carey 
FB: Zach Miller, Khari Lee 
WR: Alshon Jeffery, Eddie Royal, Marquess Wilson, Marc Mariani, Josh Bellamy, Cameron Meredith, Deonte Thompson, Kevin White 
TE: Zach Miller, Khari Lee, Rob Housler 
PK: Robbie Gould 
=========================

=========================
CINCINNATI BENGALS
As ESPN.com's Coley Harvey framed it: "If the Philadelphia Eagles receive a thank-you note attached to a Christmas card with a One Paul Brown Stadium return address, they shouldn't be surprised.

"That's because the Eagles gift-wrapped the Cincinnati Bengals an early holiday present Sunday evening with their unexpected 35-28 road win against the New England Patriots. ..."

Thanks to that victory, the Bengals are the AFC's new No. 1 seed and very much in control. Win out the remainder of the regular season, and they could retain this top seeding. Lose even one more game -- particularly the one against the new No. 2-seed Denver Broncos on Dec. 28 -- and the first-round bye they are currently staring at could easily turn into a wild-card-round home game.

And we all know how wild-card-round games have gone lately for the Bengals, who haven't won one in six postseason trips under head coach Marvin Lewis.

The fact they'll have something to play for is obviously a plus for fantasy owners.

"If we control what we have to do and capitalize on what we have to capitalize on, we'll be successful," receiver Marvin Jones said after the Bengals' Sunday-afternoon win, a 37-3 demolishing of the Browns.

It was in the immediate aftermath of the blowout when players and coaches had already started turning their attention to the Week 14 showdown against the Pittsburgh Steelers. Arguably their most intense rivalry, next Sunday's game in Cincinnati provides the Bengals a chance to clinch their franchise-record fifth straight postseason berth and their fourth AFC North title in 11 seasons.

Don't think they're aware of that? Just take a look at the last words Lewis uttered in his postgame news conference.

"We went out there [to Pittsburgh] last year and they clinched the division on us," Lewis said, "So we have a chance to flip the script."

Perhaps that ought to be the mantra for the week: Flip the script.

If the Bengals do beat the Steelers, it could be the mantra for the entire season. Just like how very few expected the Eagles to stun the Patriots, there weren't many who gave the Bengals a chance this preseason. Most projected the Bengals to be a nine-win team that just missed out on the postseason. That script appears to have been flipped.

For the Bengals to change the narrative about their playoff woes, they must closely follow the other words Lewis forcefully emphasized Sunday.

"Our thing is play football our way, do what we need to do," Lewis said. "It's just us. All three coordinators this week in their talks to their units said that we have to play our football our way. It's an opportunity for us to continue on our journey and not lose sight of that. As we always say, nameless, faceless. We have to go about it that way and really put our heads down. That was the battle cry."

Now that they have gotten some help, that's still the Bengals' battle cry.

"Any time your coach challenges you to do something, you want to respond," running back Jeremy Hill said. "We just know what's at stake. Everyone in here knows what it is.

"You can almost taste it at this point."

Meanwhile, Harvey reports it was during a meeting with his offense earlier this week when Hue Jackson told his best players they had to get "turnt" now that the end of the season was rapidly approaching.

"It's time. All the fun stuff is over," the offensive coordinator said. "It's been a long season, but this is the grind part of the season.

"That's just where we are. We're the Bengals, baby, and we better get turnt."

That's exactly what Jackson's key playmakers did Sunday. On the heels of a 24-point victory over the Rams last week, it was the kind of dominating performance that the Bengals could use to assert themselves entering the rest of their December and January slate. As they try to prove they aren't just a playoff team but a Super Bowl contender, they will have to play this way each week.

Credit A.J. Green's 128-yard outing, Dalton's three-touchdown performance (two passing, one rushing) and Hill's season-best 98-yard day as sparks to the win.

Add Geno Atkins' ability to rush the passer on defense, and the Bengals had the perfect formula for a good division win. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to the Sports Xchange, Hill met with Jackson for a heart-to-heart prior to the Nov. 29 win over the Rams. The result has been consecutive strong performances for the second-year running back.

He rushed for 86 yards against the Rams, then on Sunday in Cleveland he produced the above-mentioned 98 yards on the ground, averaging 4.5 yards per carry. He also had a touchdown, pushing him to eight rushing scores this year. Entering the game, his seven rushing touchdowns ranked third in the league.

"I think it's a combination of things," said Lewis. "We're doing a good job at the point of attack. He's able to get his shoulder pads up field."

After Hill scored on a 1-yard run in the third quarter, he sought out a group Bengals fans and leaped into the stands in Cleveland in celebration. Browns linebacker Christian Kirksey took exception to Hill doing that in his home stadium and was flagged for unsportsmanlike conduct after getting in Hill's face.

"It's within NFL rules that you're allowed to celebrate after a touchdown," Lewis said. "Just do it within the rules. ..."

Dalton accomplished something Sunday that only Peyton Manning had previously done. For the fifth straight season since the start of his career, Dalton has passed for 3,000 yards. His 3,000th yard for this season came on a 57-yard first-down completion to Green in the first quarter.

Manning is the only other quarterback in league history to start his career with five straight 3,000-yard seasons. Dalton also accomplished another first: becoming the first quarterback in NFL history to get 24 career road wins before the end of his fifth season. ...

Similar to Dalton, Green hit a milestone when he went over 1,000 yards receiving for the fifth straight year. He and Randy Moss are the only players in NFL history to begin their careers with five straight 1,000-yard seasons. Moss actually ended up doing it in six straight.

Tyler Eifert sat Sunday out with a stinger but he in full uniform and practicing Wednesday. In addition, Eifert told ESPN's Bob Holtzman he on track to return this week if all goes well.

I will, of course, be following up via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. 
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QB: Andy Dalton, AJ McCarron 
RB: Jeremy Hill, Giovani Bernard, Rex Burkhead, Cedric Peerman 
WR: A.J. Green, Marvin Jones, Mohamed Sanu, Brandon Tate, Mario Alford 
TE: Tyler Eifert, Ryan Hewitt, Tyler Kroft, C.J. Uzomah 
PK: Mike Nugent 
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CLEVELAND BROWNS
Head coach Mike Pettine said after Sunday's 37-3 loss to the Bengals that he would decide about the quarterback position on Monday. That choice has been made and, as expected, Johnny Manziel will be returning to the starting lineup against the 49ers this Sunday.

"Johnny will be our starting quarterback on Sunday," Pettine said in a statement. "He's been solid in the building over the last couple of weeks and we are hopeful he takes this opportunity to continue to build on the progress he's made on the field throughout the season. The goal for every game is to go out and win, and Johnny needs to show that he can put us in position to do so during these last four weeks of the season."

Manziel will return as the starting quarterback for the Browns after a two-game benching for his off-field missteps.

In case you missed it, Manziel was named the team's starter before their Week 11 bye, but was demoted to third-string after pictures of him partying during the break popped up on social media. Josh McCown started in Week 12 and Austin Davis started in Week 13 after McCown was placed on season-ending injured reserve.

Manziel's start is set to come at home against the San Francisco 49ers on Sunday.

Cleveland then closes out its season with games against the Seattle Seahawks, Kansas City Chiefs and Pittsburgh Steelers.

Davis went 25-of-38 for 230 yards with no touchdowns and an interception against the Bengals. He was sacked three times.

The Browns want further evaluation of Manziel's ability on the field and how he handles any success and failure off it. Even then, the Browns are uncertain whether Manziel can re-establish the hope the franchise had when it made him a first-round pick in 2014.

Manziel was demoted to third-team quarterback after being disciplined for his decisions during the team's bye week and because he lied to the coaching staff about a video that appeared of him partying in an Austin, Texas, nightclub.

McCown returned as the starter in Week 12 but suffered a season-ending broken collarbone and was replaced by Davis.

Manziel now faces the same opportunity he dropped two weeks ago: The chance to make a statement that he is much more the player who threw for 372 yards against Pittsburgh than he is the one who struggled in two starts against the Bengals.

In addition, he has a chance to re-establish trust with the team, trust he broke when he lied to the coaches about his bye weekend escapades.

As ESPN.com's Pat McManamon reminded readers, Pettine said when Manziel was demoted that trust is lost in buckets but regained in drops.

The 49ers and Steelers games are at home, and no doubt Manziel will bring more interest and bodies in seats than Davis would have. The Browns will say this is a football decision. Even if it is it certainly ripples to the economic side.

The 49ers beat the Bears in Chicago on Sunday, but their defense ranks 28th in the league overall and is tied for 18th in points.

The Seahawks, Chiefs and Steelers all figure to be playing with playoff implications at stake. Seattle and Kansas City are two of the toughest places to play in the NFL. The Browns also have several injuries, especially at receiver. Davis learned Sunday how tough that can be.

There will be challenges, but it's Manziel's time.

Again.

How he handles himself figures to have a huge effect on how the Browns handle the quarterback position in the offseason.

But there might be bigger issues in Cleveland.

According to Mary Kay Cabot of the Cleveland Plain Dealer, Brian Hartline was asked if all of his teammates were playing hard until the end of the embarrassing loss.

"I wouldn't say 100 percent, but the majority of the guys [did]," he replied.

While the Browns might not have much future, some of their individual parts might, and those guys should be eager to use the next month as an audition for the rest of the league, or whoever happens to be running things there in the future. ...

In a semi-related note. ... Pettine revealed Monday what we all knew: There's tension inside the walls of the Browns facility with the team tumbling to 2-10, and that the different factions must come together to turn the club around. He was not specific about which departments are at odds, but made it clear that the problems are systemic and run far deeper than just the coaching staff.

"We have to be brutally honest with ourselves and brutally honest not just looking in the mirror but to other parts of the building as well because if you're going to be successful, your building has to be unified," Pettine said during his press conference. "That's a big part of it. That's where the plan starts, and that to me hopefully will drive what changes need to be made.

"Sometimes you fall into the trap of 'let's just make change.' Well, let's make damn sure the changes we're making are the right ones that are going to get this ship turned and headed in the right direction."

Asked if the building is unified, Pettine said, "It's hard to be at this point. It's human nature. When things don't go well, everybody has a tendency to kind of bunker in and get into that mode. I think we all want what's best for the Cleveland Browns. We all have ideas on how to get it done, and we need to be collaborative and we need to make sure that we're picking the best ideas and pushing those agendas moving forward.

"I can't sit here and say, 'Absolutely, we're all on board, 100 percent.' That's not reality because when things don't go well, everybody has their opinions and their reasons why, but it's going to come down to a brutal self-assessment and to be able to have the strength to make tough decisions and trust them and move forward."

All of the above will make some interesting days immediately after the season. ...

Other notes of interest. ... The Browns got some positive news on Monday. Wideout Travis Benjamin, who injured his shoulder in Sunday's drubbing at the hands of the Bengals, is only day to day. Benjamin left the game early in the first half and didn't return, but he is unlikely to miss any time although he was not practicing Wednesday.

Andrew Hawkins (concussion) has missed two games and remains in the concussion protocol. The same goes for Taylor Gabriel.

Given the injury situation, it's not a huge surprise that Pettine told reporters on Wednesday there's a "reasonable chance" Terrelle Pryor will be active this week. The coach added that Pryor, re-signed last week, came in in great shape and retained a lot of the offense from his stint with the club earlier this season. 
[image: image14]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image15]
QB: Johnny Manziel, Austin Davis 
RB: Duke Johnson, Isaiah Crowell, Glenn Winston 
FB: Malcolm Johnson 
WR: Travis Benjamin, Brian Hartline, Marlon Moore, Terrelle Pryor, Dwayne Bowe, Andrew Hawkins, Taylor Gabriel 
TE: Gary Barnidge, Jim Dray, E.J. Bibbs 
PK: Travis Coons 
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DALLAS COWBOYS
Dez Bryant's 62-yard performance against the Redskins ended a streak of three consecutive games with fewer than 50 yards receiving.

"I could've easily shut this thing down a long time ago, but that's not me man," Bryant said. "Things creep in. Something be telling you something in this ear and something be telling you something in the other ear. "I'm me. F--- that. I'm a competitor. I want to be on the field I want to play football. This is what I love. I don't care what nobody think.

"I don't care what nobody says. I just want to win. At the end of the day that's all that matters."

To do that, though, Bryant must control his emotions -- the Cowboys call it passion -- so he stays focused on what's most important. He hasn't always been able to do that.

In previous seasons, he'd let his emotions control him and gone into a funk for a quarter or a half.

"Dez is such a great competitor he wants to impact the game and help our team," said head coach Jason Garrett, "and sometimes when you have that mentality all the time, it can be frustrating when you're not able to do that.

"But he hung in there and just kept doing his job, fighting though it throughout the night and making critical plays in the critical moments."

Bryant has caught only 26 of 57 passes thrown to him, an indication the injury has robbed him of the ability to consistently separate from defensive backs and that backup quarterbacks Brandon Weeden and Matt Cassel haven't been able to get him the ball.

"I think I have to do a better job of giving him more opportunities to get the ball," said Cassel, "and make plays like he did on that one in the fourth quarter."

Indeed, much of his success Monday night also had a lot to do with Cassel finally getting on the same page with him late in the game after several bad misfires early.

"Dez is a great competitor, and I have to do a better job of giving him more opportunities," Cassel said. "We haven't played a ton together, but I know Dez is a very talented player, and he's a very competitive person."

As the Fort Worth Star-Telegram reported, that competitive spirit was on full display in the second quarter when Bryant was seemingly wide open for a potential touchdown, but Cassel threw the ball outside and incomplete to receiver Cole Beasley.

The Cowboys had to settle for a field goal, but the television cameras and everyone had their eyes on the volatile Bryant, who ripped his chin strap off in frustration and began yelling at Cassel.

He continued to explode on the sideline and even took off his cleats before being calmed down by his teammates.

"I'm going to be honest; on that one, I was frustrated," Bryant said. "But you've just got to understand, that's the game. Everybody wants to make plays. Everybody wants to be there for the team. It is what it is."

The victory means the Cowboys' season, somehow, still has a chance to end with a trip to the playoffs.

Of course, as ESPN.com's Todd Archer notes, the Cowboys can mostly be thankful they play in the NFC East. At 4-8, they are just a game out of first place with four games to play.

A team that lost seven games in a row and eight of its past nine could possibly be tied for first place with a win next week at the Green Bay Packers if the Redskins (at Chicago), New York Giants (at Miami) and Philadelphia Eagles (vs. Buffalo) lose.

For that to happen, Bryant must play at a high level, Cassel must get him the ball, and the coaching staff must put him in position to make plays.

"Sometimes I walk with a limp in the early part of practice," Bryant said. "By Friday, I'm walking straight and ready to go baby. It's a mindset. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Jason Witten finished with five catches for 45 yards to give him 1,003. He is just the second tight end in NFL history to reach the mark, joining Tony Gonzalez.

To reach 1,000 catches, Witten caught a 7-yard pass on second-and-6 in the second quarter from Matt Cassel.

"First down," Witten said. "That's it. It's a very unassuming play. I'm just so grateful to join the group."

The Cowboys' equipment staff was able to get the football for Witten as a keepsake.

"When you are struggling on offense to get things started you need to have a guy you can go to," Garrett said. "If you look back at his career, he's been the go-to guy for this football team week in and week out. I think he got us going and got us into a rhythm. Matt loves throwing it to him. Typical Witten night: not overly flashy and had a big impact on the football game."

After the game, Witten's teammates congratulated and lauded him. Bryant called him a Hall of Famer, saying he and his teammates have learned a lot from him. Cassel called him one of the best leaders he has ever seen.

"I've never been around a guy with such character and class," Cassel said. "He brings it each and every day with a purpose. He deserves everything he gets, because he's worked his butt off. ..."

Darren McFadden scored the Cowboys' only touchdown on a 6-yard run with 1:14 to play but fumbled twice, which were his first two fumbles of the season. He passed a concussion test but was not used much in the second half until late in the game. He finished with 14 carries for 53 yards.

In the first half, he carried six times for 14 yards. This comes on the heels of a 10-carry, 11-yard outing on Thanksgiving against Carolina. ...

Devin Street had one catch for 18 yards but he had the ball stripped away for him for a fumble. He also had a holding penalty on a punt that negated a quality return from Lucky Whitehead.

It's almost expected because he has been so clutch his entire career, but Dan Bailey's 54-yarder to win Monday night's game was the longest he has made this season and tied for the second longest he has made in his career. 
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QB: Matt Cassel, Kellen Moore, Tony Romo 
RB: Darren McFadden, Robert Turbin, Rod Smith 
FB: Tyler Clutts 
WR: Dez Bryant, Terrance Williams, Cole Beasley, Devin Street, Lucky Whitehead, Brice Butler 
TE: Jason Witten, Gavin Escobar, James Hanna, Geoff Swaim 
PK: Dan Bailey 
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DENVER BRONCOS
Peyton Manning begins his comeback this week. There's no telling whether it will lead him into the Denver Broncos' huddle.

Manning will suit up and throw outdoors Wednesday as he takes his first big step back from a torn plantar fascia in his left foot that has sidelined him since mid-November. It's unlikely, however, that he'll participate in practice.

"Yeah, I don't see that," head coach Gary Kubiak said. "That could change. I could tell you on Wednesday that we decided to do some of that, but right now the thought is that we go into kind of a modified small workout personally with him and see where we can be each and every day."

As Associated Press sports writer Arnie Stapleton reminded readers, Manning hasn't thrown outside since being picked off four times by the Kansas City Chiefs on Nov. 15, when he had his worst career performance on the same day he became the league's all-time career leader in passing yards.

The next day, Kubiak named Brock Osweiler the starter and the fourth-year pro has gone 3-0 since, leading the Broncos over Chicago, New England and San Diego to stay three games ahead of the Chiefs in the AFC West.

Kubiak has opened up his playbook with Osweiler under center, calling an assortment of bootlegs, effective run plays and play-action passes with the athletic and more mobile passer who's almost 15 years younger than Manning, 39.

He had to modify his system for Manning, putting him mostly in the pistol or shotgun, which made it difficult to run the ball -- the Broncos averaged 86 yards a game with Manning at quarterback and are running for almost twice that -- 161 yards -- with Osweiler under center.

Manning, who set NFL records with 55 TD passes and 5,477 yards two years ago, had just nine TD throws and a league-high 17 interceptions when he was replaced by Osweiler, who's thrown five TD passes and three interceptions.

It's that ball-control offense that complements Denver's top-ranked defense, one that's No. 1 against the pass and tied for second against the run.

Osweiler will start again when the Broncos (10-2) host the Raiders (5-7) on Sunday.

Manning didn't make the trip to San Diego over the weekend but stayed behind to begin his rehab after removing his walking boot Friday. Kubiak said Manning's workout Wednesday under the watch of strength and conditioning coach Luke Richesson could occur while the rest of the team is in meetings.

The coach added that Manning has already tested out his arm.

"He's been throwing a little bit inside through some rehab process stuff," Kubiak said. "But it's nothing like going out and throwing an out route or those types of things. We'll see."

Manning has said that doctors have told him there's no telling when he'll be able to play again because no one can say with any degree of certainty when the tear in the bottom of his foot will be healed.

That's why Kubiak feels no urgency to make any pronouncements that Osweiler is his quarterback for the remainder of the season as has been the subject of so much speculation. ...

In a semi-related note. ... When the Broncos signed quarterback Christian Ponder last month, word was that he'd spend a couple of weeks learning the offense before the team considered elevating him to the No. 2 spot on the depth chart. That won't be happening. The Broncos announced Tuesday that they have released Ponder, who never saw any action for the Broncos in his two weeks on the team.

That leaves rookie Trevor Siemian as Brock Osweiler's backup while Manning continues working out in hopes of returning to active duty this season. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Over the last seven games the Broncos have averaged 128.4 yards rushing per game, a total that includes five games of at least 134 yards rushing and four games with at least 150 yards rushing. They have climbed to No. 17 in the league in rushing after Sunday's games, a spot that seemed to be out of the question after a 43-yard rushing day in Oakland on Oct. 11. At that point, it was the Broncos' fourth game with fewer than 70 yards rushing.

"We have to establish our dominance as being the Broncos," running back Ronnie Hillman said following Sunday's win in San Diego. "We have to continue to win and just keep winning and keep stacking them … I think we can do that if we keep running the ball like we have been, just staying with it."

ESPN.com's Jeff Legwold reminded readers the Broncos still have had a clunker or two in recent weeks -- 35 yards rushing in the loss to the Indianapolis Colts last month and 69 yards rushing the following week in the loss to the Kansas City Chiefs. But overall, they liked where things have been trending -- at least until C.J. Anderson's ankle injury Sunday against the Chargers.

Anderson, who left the game at halftime and did not return, had 42 yards on his seven carries against the Chargers to go with a 12-yard catch-and-run reception. Before Sunday, he had a season-best 113 yards rushing against the New England Patriots with a 48-yard touchdown run in overtime that was the game-winner.

"He took a pretty good blow to his ankle (against the Chargers)," said Kubiak. "He's had some ankle issues in the past. I think probably had we not had the other two, I think, he could have tried maybe to fight through some of it, but he was very sore (Monday)."

Anderson received treatment Monday and is expected to receive more in the days ahead as his practice time will likely be impacted at least some this week. Hillman has been the "starter" for the last six games, including Sunday, and will be the starter this week against the Raiders.

The Broncos would use Juwan Thompson in the rotation if Anderson can't play and do have running back Kapri Bibbs on the practice squad if they believe they need to make a short-term roster move until Anderson is healthy.

Vernon Davis will go through the concussion protocol after a collision with Chargers LB Melvin Ingram. Ingram's helmet rammed into Davis' facemask on the last play before halftime.

In addition, Hillman is nursing a sore foot -- although he's expected to play as usual this week.

That said, I'll following up on Hillman, Anderson and Davis, none of whom were practicing Wednesday, via Late-Breaking Update as the week progresses. 
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QB: Brock Osweiler, Trevor Siemian, Peyton Manning 
RB: Ronnie Hillman, C.J. Anderson, Juwan Thompson 
FB: Virgil Green 
WR: Demaryius Thomas, Emmanuel Sanders, Cody Latimer, Bennie Fowler, Andre Caldwell, Jordan Norwood 
TE: Owen Daniels, Vernon Davis, Virgil Green, Mitchell Henry 
PK: Brandon McManus 
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DETROIT LIONS
As ESPN.com's Michael Rothstein noted, Ameer Abdullah had the holes. He had the space. And for the one of the few times during this 2015 season for the Detroit Lions, he was actually able to run through those holes productively almost every time.

Rothstein went on to remind readers it has been a rocky season for the former Nebraska running back, taken by the Lions in the second round in May. He started off great, with a preseason run that caught the attention of the NFL world and an opening week of the season where he had a nifty cutback for a long touchdown.

Then his season – like the Lions season – went down. He struggled holding onto the ball. He lost carries and snaps. The nadir came at one of the low points of the Lions season – the 45-10 loss to Kansas City in Week 8 that signaled the end of general manager Martin Mayhew and team president Tom Lewand's time with Detroit.

Abdullah played five snaps that day. He had one carry for 3 yards. That was it, even in a blowout. Done for the day.

Since then, though, he has been steadily improving. He has been averaging at least 3 yards per carry in every game since. His rushing yardage has gone from 15 against Green Bay in Week 10 to 44 against Oakland, 63 against Philadelphia on Thanksgiving and then a career-best 67 yards against Green Bay on Thursday.

And like a lot of this Lions season, at 4-8 and going nowhere, Abdullah felt there was much more to do even as he improved.

"Decent, man," Abdullah said. "There was a lot more out there, though. A lot of stuff schematically that we had out there that could have been better. Sometimes we didn't execute, which could have meant more, better runs. We have to keep doing that. We can't allow our mental focus to lapse."

Last Thursday against the Packers, Abdullah picked up half of his yardage on one carry – a 36-yarder that displayed what the Lions saw in him at Nebraska. He has run better over the past month, looking more comfortable every game. He leads the Lions in rushing yards (414) and yards per carry (3.8).

He also has become a valuable returner – despite some of the ball security issues. He is second in the league in kick return yardage (800) and second in average kick return (30.77 yards) among those who have attempted at least 10 returns.

And over the last month of the season, he has a chance to show enough to put himself in a strong position with the Lions in 2016.

Meanwhile, the last-second loss to the Packers was hard to take in Detroit. Momentum from a three-game winning streak: shattered. Slim playoff hopes: destroyed. The season: It is almost essentially playing out the string and trying to get to .500 now at 4-8 with four games left to play.

The Lions didn't want to discuss the big picture, what the loss truly meant for the rest of their season and, potentially, for the future of the front office and the coaching staff and many of the players.

Those decisions are down the road still. The present, though, is gut-wrenching for Detroit. ...

One last note here. ... Quarterback Matthew Stafford was excellent in the first half against the Packers, but he and the rest of the passing attack failed to score another touchdown in the second half. He finished the game 23 of 35 for 220 yards and two scores, including one sensational toe-drag 8-yard score by wide receiver Calvin Johnson.

He also threaded a perfect ball on a key play to TJ Jones on a late drive and completed a fourth-down pass to Golden Tate to extend another drive in the second half. Another smart game from Stafford, who has flourished under Jim Bob Cooter.

The improved offensive line also allowed just six quarterback hits. 
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QB: Matthew Stafford, Dan Orlovsky 
RB: Ameer Abdullah, Theo Riddick, Joique Bell 
FB: Mike Burton 
WR: Calvin Johnson, Golden Tate, Corey Fuller, TJ Jones, Lance Moore 
TE: Eric Ebron, Brandon Pettigrew, Tim Wright 
PK: Matt Prater 
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GREEN BAY PACKERS
As ESPN.com's Rob Demovsky reported, the Packers sent two messages to Eddie Lacy after he missed curfew last Wednesday night in Detroit:

In Thursday night's game against the Lions, they took away his starting job at time when he was at his most productive stage of the season.

And on Friday, they worked out the running back who selected three spots ahead of Lacy in the second round of the 2013 NFL draft, former Wisconsin standout Montee Ball, who never hit stride with the Broncos.

"For those on the outside," Demovsky wrote, "especially all of Lacy's fantasy owners who were frustrated by his lack of playing time against the Lions, there's finally some clarity to his situation – albeit after the fact.

"And for Lacy, he's fortunate he built up enough credibility in his first two seasons that he didn't get the Alonzo Harris treatment."

Indeed. The Packers flat-out cut the undrafted rookie for the same curfew violation.

General manager Ted Thompson and coach Mike McCarthy are giving Lacy the chance to mature, but as Demovsky suggests, the running back needs to meet them halfway.

To Lacy's credit, he didn't deny after the game that the curfew was an issue, but he chose not to reveal it at the time.

Regardless of whether or not this was an isolated incident, it's been a rocky season for the 2013 NFL offensive rookie of the year. He reported to training camp well above his listed weight at 234 pounds, and his weight has been a question that has followed him all season. He sustained two injuries – a sprained ankle in Week 2 against the Seahawks and a pulled groin nearly two months later against the Panthers.

Lacy missed one game because of the groin injury but even before that, McCarthy announced that James Starks would take over as the No. 1 running back.

Lacy responded to that with production on the field with consecutive 100-yard games heading into Detroit on Thursday. When Lacy was limited to just 19 snaps and six touches (five carries for 4 yards and one catch for minus-1 yard), it was clear there was an off-the-field issue.

Earlier on Friday, before sources told Demovsky about the curfew violation, McCarthy wouldn't say the exact reason for Lacy's demotion, but looking back on his answer after the fact, it was telling.

"He needs to build off his preparation," McCarthy said when asked how Lacy could get back in his good graces. "He's put up some yards in the prior games, but he can be better. We need to be better as a team, frankly. I discussed this in our team meeting. There's a lot more to give. The fine details are not where we want them to be. There's a formula for us to get it there. That was made clear to our players and with the expectations and the commitment that we've made to each other, and we've got to do a better job."

With four games remaining, Lacy has 517 rushing yards this season. He rushed for a total of 2,317 yards in his first two seasons.

A third straight 1,100-yard season is now unlikely, but he still has time to turn things around and resurrect his career with the Packers – if he gets the message, that is.

It's probably a good thing for Lacy that this happened this season instead of the next. Had it been next year, the final season of his original rookie contract, it might have been more costly.

For what it's worth, McCarthy wouldn't confirm the missed curfew story beyond saying it was "something we handled internally" and said Tuesday that the team was looking forward rather than back. McCarthy said anything that Lacy "wants to accomplish is right there in front of him" and that he's expecting the running back to take advantage of the opportunity.

"I think Eddie's been rejuvenated," McCarthy said, via the team's website. "His work was good today. I checked in with him just like do with all players. I look for him to have a good week of practice and be productive Sunday. We're worried about what's in front of us. We talk about what's behind us way too much."

I'll be following up on this one via Late-Breaking Update in coming days, but for fantasy owners, trusting Lacy's workload going forward is going to be an issue.

Meanwhile, McCarthy left no doubt about where the team's no-time-left win in Detroit stands for him.

"Outside of the Super Bowl (title in the 2010 season), to me, that's our greatest regular-season win," said McCarthy, who's in his 10th year as Green Bay's coach.

"I couldn't sleep, so I sat up and watched it a few times on TV," he added Friday, less than 24 hours after the stunning victory. "It was a phenomenal play."

McCarthy called Aaron Rodgers Hail-Mary touchdown pass to Richard Rodgers the best throw he's seen in his 23 years in the league. It capped a second-half comeback from 20 points down, the largest in Rodgers' eight seasons as a starter. And after losing four of its previous five games, Green Bay (8-4) head into this week tied with the Vikings for first in the division.

Aaron Rodgers completed 24 of 36 passes for 273 yards.

Receiver Jared Abbrederis (rib/chest) returned to action Thursday. He had missed the previous two games because of his injuries. Rodgers targeted Abbrederis three times, and the second-year wideout had one catch for 16 yards.

Richard Rodgers and Starks combined for 13 receptions and 191 yards. The wideout collection of Randall Cobb, Davante Adams, James Jones, Abbrederis and Jeff Janis totaled all of 10 catches for 85 yards, led by Cobb (29 yards) and Adams (21 yards, touchdown) with four receptions apiece.

Of some concern: At one point in last Thursday's game at Detroit, Josh Sitton was the only regular offensive line starter available to the Green Bay Packers.

When they returned to practice on Tuesday, four-fifths of the starting unit was back on the field.

Only center Corey Linsley, who re-injured his sprained ankle 28 plays into the game, was unable to practice. JC Tretter, who finished the game against the Lions, remained in the middle of the line at practice.

Right tackle Bryan Bulaga (ankle) and right guard T.J. Lang (shoulder) both returned to practice after missing the game, and left tackle David Bakhtiari was able to work despite leaving for part of one series against the Lions with an apparent knee injury.

In addition, Ty Montgomery, who hasn't played since Oct. 18, was back at practice on Tuesday testing his high-ankle sprain.

Montgomery (ankle) missed a sixth straight game Thursday because of the lingering injury. 
[image: image22]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image23]
QB: Aaron Rodgers, Scott Tolzien, Brett Hundley 
RB: Eddie Lacy, James Starks, John Crockett 
FB: John Kuhn, Aaron Ripkowski 
WR: Randall Cobb, Davante Adams, James Jones, Jeff Janis, Jared Abbrederis, Ty Montgomery 
TE: Richard Rodgers, Justin Perillo, Kennard Backman, Andrew Quarless 
PK: Mason Crosby 
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HOUSTON TEXANS
DeAndre Hopkins had three catches for 71 yards during one drive in the fourth quarter of Sunday's 30-21 loss to the Bills. That included a 19-yard touchdown catch. That was his 10th touchdown catch of the season -- a single-season franchise record.

As ESPN.com's Tania Ganguli pointed out, during the rest of the game, Hopkins only caught two passes for 17 yards.

"We've got to do a better job; we really do," head coach Bill O'Brien said. "We needed to get more involved earlier in the game. I think the tempo on that drive helped us so they couldn't locate him all the time. We just have to go back to the drawing board and figure out how we can do a better job of moving him around."

Brian Hoyer began the game going to Hopkins. He threw two passes Hopkins' way in the first drive and both fell incomplete. At halftime, Hopkins only had one catch for six yards. And in the third quarter, Hoyer didn't target Hopkins once.

Though Hopkins was still making contested catches, Hoyer said the coverage on that fourth-quarter touchdown drive allowed him to go to Hopkins more.

"One was kind of a quick play behind the corner, the other one was one of the plays where they didn't actually double-team him, so even though the guy was off, I did want to give him a chance," Hoyer said. "Those kind of come few and far between. We definitely need to figure out a way to get him the ball a little bit more, but in the same sense, he is getting the respect that he deserves as far as coverage over the top and things like that."

Hopkins' touchdown broke the club's single-season record he previously shared with former Texans wide receiver Andre Johnson.

"It's an honor, but we lost," Hopkins said.

Hopkins finished with five catches for 88 yards while being double-covered practically every play. He now has 86 catches for 1,169 yards this season.

In the end, the Texans (6-6) had a big opportunity against the Bills, and they allowed it to slip through their fingers with penalties, poor run defense and their inability to contain previously underused Bills receiver Sammy Watkins.

This was a chance for the Texans to gain some ground in the wild-card race and even possibly take possession of first place in the AFC South. The Colts (6-5) play Pittsburgh on Sunday night. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Hoyer played solidly for most of the game, throwing for three touchdowns and not turning over the ball until the last play of the game. He was a big part of the Texans' winning streak, and his ball security has been important.

Every time O'Brien talks about what he wants from Hoyer, protecting the ball ranks near the top of his list. Hoyer's interception came at a time that didn't matter. He did struggle on a fourth-quarter drive the Texans needed to win the game, though.

Hoyer had a pretty good fantasy day, throwing three touchdowns and one interception.

In a losing cause, Chris Polk had his most productive game since joining the team during the offseason.

Polk caught a touchdown pass for the first time in his fourth NFL season. He gained a season-high 61 yards on 12 carries, including a season-long 20-yard run. The 11-yard touchdown pass from Hoyer to Polk almost didn't happen, though.

"I kind of messed up, I went inside instead of outside, but Brian gave me a chance and waited for me to get open," Polk said. "It was a great feeling to catch a touchdown and get into the end zone."

Polk has rushed for 252 yards and one score in 11 games and no starts along with 14 catches for 95 yards.

"The whole thing all the time with Chris Polk is that he stays healthy," O'Brien said. "He's stayed healthy the last few weeks. He's helped us in the running game, can catch passes out of the backfield and contributes on special teams. He's playing pretty well for us and hopefully that will continue."

Tight end Ryan Griffin had a nice touchdown catch, but he also had two costly penalties. One of his penalties stalled a drive that got all the way to the Bills' 37-yard line. Griffin's chop block pushed back the Texans 14 yards and then Hoyer was sacked on the next play. They were never able to come back into field goal range.

Cecil Shorts had trouble getting up after a hard hit in the fourth quarter, but returned soon after. His status will be worth watching in coming days. In addition, right guard Brandon Brooks missed Sunday's game due to a severe illness, and it's too soon to tell whether he'll be ready by this Sunday. 
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QB: Brian Hoyer, T.J. Yates 
RB: Alfred Blue, Chris Polk, Jonathan Grimes, Akeem Hunt 
FB: Jay Prosch 
WR: DeAndre Hopkins, Nate Washington, Cecil Shorts, Jaelen Strong, Keith Mumphery 
TE: C.J. Fiedorowicz, Ryan Griffin, Garrett Graham 
PK: Nick Novak 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS
First, Andrew Luck went down. Now backup Matt Hasselbeck is hurting.

Less than 24 hours after the 40-year-old Colts quarterback left a blowout loss in Pittsburgh with neck and shoulder pain, head coach Chuck Pagano said Hasselbeck was diagnosed with a stiff neck and a mild rib separation.

However, those injuries should not keep him out of Sunday's game at Jacksonville.

"He was at the doc and in the scanner when we met, so I haven't had a conversation with him yet," Pagano said Monday. "They tell me he'll be on the practice field Wednesday. If we have to monitor his reps, we'll do that, but he should be all right."

As Associated Press sports writer Michael Marot noted, that's better news than initially feared.

After Sunday's embarrassing 45-10 defeat, Hasselbeck had X-rays on his neck and shoulder area and was moving slowly around the locker room. He said he was initially hurt on a hit in the first quarter and then was hurt again after taking another big shot in the fourth.

Only then did Hasselbeck leave the game, giving way to backup Charlie Whitehurst who finished 4 of 8 with 51 yards in his first action since being claimed off waivers by Indy on Nov. 12.

The Colts have been short at quarterback for more than a month.

Luck hasn't played since suffering a lacerated kidney and partially torn abdominal muscle in a victory over Denver on Nov. 8. At the time, the Colts said Luck was expected to miss two to six weeks.

While he began throwing at practice last week, he hasn't yet been cleared to go full throttle.

In a Twitter post last week, team owner Jim Irsay indicated the target date for Luck's return was Dec. 20 when Houston visits Lucas Oil Stadium in a matchup between the AFC South's co-leaders.

"At latest," Irsay believes Luck will be ready for Week 16 against the Miami Dolphins.

Hasselbeck has been one of the best backups this season. He started and won two games earlier this season when Luck was out with an injured throwing shoulder.

He then won his first two starts after Luck went out for the second time this season to become the third quarterback in the Super Bowl era to win four straight games at age 40 or older.

Against Pittsburgh, though, Hasselbeck looked every bit his age. He was 16 of 26 with 169 yards, one touchdown and two interceptions. He was sacked twice and took two big hits that put him on an already long injury list.

"I got hit on the top of the head and kind of just got my head compressed into my neck, or into my, you know, whatever," Hasselbeck said after the game in describing the second hit.

The good news is that if the Colts do need Whitehurst, he has some knowledge of the Jaguars' defense.

Whitehurst started five games last season with Tennessee and went 1-1 against Jacksonville. In 10 seasons, Whitehurst is just 193 of 348 with 2,179 yards, 10 touchdowns and six interceptions.

Indy has only three quarterbacks on its active roster -- Luck, Hasselbeck and Whitehurst -- with another, Alex Tanney, on the practice squad. It still doesn't sound as if the Colts are looking for another short-term solution.

And Hasselbeck's teammates don't expect him to miss much time, if any.

"Matt's a tough guy, he fought through E. coli or whatever," tight end Dwayne Allen said, recalling Hasselbeck's performance at Houston in October. "If there is a quarterback change, which I don't expect, we'll all have to pick up our game."

For the record, Hasselbeck was on the practice field Wednesday; Luck continued to work on the side. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Frank Gore had 45 yards rushing in 13 carries and averaged 3.5 yards per carry. As a team, the Colts rushed for 54 yards in 18 carries while averaging 3.0 yards per attempt. Indianapolis' longest run of the game was 12 yards and that came from Gore. It was just not a good night for the Indianapolis offense.

As ESPN.com's Mike Wells notes, Andre Johnson has not lived up to expectations this season, but his two catches put the Colts in position for their only touchdown of the game, in the second quarter. He had a 16-yard reception on a catch-and-run play, and then Hasselbeck hit him on a 28-yard completion down the sideline that gave the Colts a first-and-goal.

Coby Fleener was the leading receiver, in catches, with four. Gore was the leading receiver in terms of total yards, 49.

Indianapolis never got into a rhythm and didn't do a very good job against the Steelers pass rush and blitz packages. ...

One last note here. ... Rookie receiver Phillip Dorsett (fibula) was a full participant in practice Wednesday and NFL Network's Ian Rapoport reports that Indy expects him back this weekend. 
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QB: Matt Hasselbeck, Charlie Whitehurst, Andrew Luck 
RB: Frank Gore, Zurlon Tipton, Daniel Herron 
WR: T.Y. Hilton, Donte Moncrief, Andre Johnson, Phillip Dorsett, Griff Whalen, Quan Bray 
TE: Dwayne Allen, Coby Fleener, Jack Doyle 
PK: Adam Vinatieri 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
As ESPN.com's Mike DiRocco notes, Allen Robinson is having one of the greatest seasons by a wide receiver in Jacksonville Jaguars history.

It's a sign he has the potential to possibly become one of the franchise's greatest receivers.

Right now that's a two-person conversation, with one name clearly atop the other. Jimmy Smith is Jacksonville's all-team leader in receptions (862), receiving yards (12,287) and receiving touchdowns (67). He had nine 1,000-yard seasons, including seven in a row, and owns the top five seasons in terms of receiving yards.

Keenan McCardell is second in receptions (499), receiving yards (6,393) and receiving touchdowns (30). He had four 1,000-yard campaigns and caught more than 80 balls in a season four times.

Robinson is only a second-year player who hasn't even played a full season, but he is putting up numbers that are comparable to what Smith and McCardell produced in their prime.

"He's definitely special," quarterback Blake Bortles said.

That came after Robinson's monster performance in the Jaguars' 42-39 loss to the Titans. With Allen Hurns out due to a concussion and Rashad Greene sidelined the entire second half with a shoulder injury, Robinson caught 10 passes for 153 yards and three touchdowns, which tied Smith's record for most receiving touchdowns in a game.

All of those touchdown catches came in the second half after the Jaguars trailed 21-12. None was longer than eight yards, and they were rather ho-hum catches by Robinson's standards. He didn't have to outleap or outfight a defensive back for the ball in the end zone; he did that on catches of 36 and 31 yards.

Those dramatic grabs have become regular occurrences this season.

"When that ball's in the air, I expect him to come down with it," receiver Bryan Walters said. "That's just what he's done all year, and he's that kind of an athlete.

"I used to [say, 'Wow']. Now it's just like, 'All right, cool, there's A-Rob making another play.' It's been fun to watch, especially throughout the year, him develop like that and now become that extremely consistent in making jump balls and catching over defenders. It's impressive."

That is what makes Robinson different from Smith and McCardell. They didn't have Robinson's size (6-3, 215 pounds) and didn't thrive on 50-50 balls the way he does. In fact, he's so good at bringing them down that his teammates call him 75-25. In other words, they believe he has a 75 percent chance of catching those throws.

"I don't mind going after the 50-50 balls," Robinson said. "Just the confidence that they have in me to go out there and make a play for our team, I can't speak enough on that.

"I just appreciate the guys continuing to call my number and give me the chance to go up and make plays. Just thankful for [offensive coordinator Greg Olson] for them dialing up the calls. I wouldn't be able to do it without Blake giving me the opportunity."

Robinson is on pace to catch 87 passes for 1,440 yards and 15 touchdowns this season. That would be one of the best seasons in team history, with the sixth-most catches and the second-most yards -- and he already owns the record for most receiving touchdowns (11). He is already 14th in receiving yards (1,628) and 15th in receptions (113) in team history after just 22 games.

Meanwhile, Hurns can return to the lineup Sunday against the Colts after he cleared the league's concussion protocol.

Hurns suffered a brutal hit in the fourth quarter of their game against the Chargers and was held out last weekend against the Titans. The one-game absence notwithstanding, Hurns has been a strong producer on a weekly basis. Expect him to return to that status this week. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Bortles passed for 323 yards and five touchdowns and was six for six in the red zone. He needed only 12 games to become the franchise record-holder for most touchdown passes in a single season. Bortles' 1-yard pass to Robinson with 4:52 to play in the third quarter was his 24th of the season, which is one more than David Garrard threw in 2010.

Bortles entered the game with 22 touchdown passes and threw the record-tying touchdown pass on the first play of the second quarter.

Bortles, who is in his second season after being taken with the third overall pick in 2014, now has 27 touchdown passes this season. He already is one of only three quarterbacks in franchise history to throw at least 20 touchdown passes in one season.

In addition to Garrard, Mark Brunell threw 20 in 1998 and 2000. Bortles also has thrown a touchdown pass in 12 games in a row, which is tied with Byron Leftwich for the second-longest streak in franchise history. Brunell also owns that record (14 consecutive games over the 2001-02 seasons). ...

Green suffered a shoulder injury and did not return for the second half. Bryan Walters returned punts in the second half.

T.J. Yeldon was more involved in the offense as he ran 15 times for 57 yards and caught four passes for 79 yards, including 67 yards with a short pass. Yeldon may be on the verge of becoming the weapon the Jaguars expected him to be this year. ...

Jason Myers missed two PATs and has now missed an NFL-high six this season. He missed the first wide right and the second wide left. He has cost the Jaguars 18 points this season (he has also missed four field goals). Two of his missed field goals came at the end of regulation and in overtime in a 16-13 loss to Indianapolis. ...

Linebacker Paul Posluszny has a fractured right hand, but there is a possibility he can still play in the team's final four games. Posluszny was meeting with the team's medical staff Monday to discuss treatment and options that would allow Posluszny to still play. That could involve wearing a hard or soft cast, but tackling would certainly be an issue.

If Posluszny were unable to play, that would be a huge loss for the defense. He missed the Tampa Bay game earlier this season with a high-ankle sprain, and the Buccaneers ran for 183 yards with undrafted rookie Thurston Armbrister starting in Posluzny's spot.

And finally. ... In case you missed it, Toby Gerhart was placed on season-ending injured reserve on Saturday. Fellow halfback Bernard Pierce joined him on Monday due to a calf injury

Gerhart is set earn an non-guaranteed $3 million in 2016, leaving him as a likely candidate for release. 
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QB: Blake Bortles, Chad Henne 
RB: T.J. Yeldon, Denard Robinson, Joe Banyard 
WR: Allen Robinson, Allen Hurns, Marqise Lee, Bryan Walters, Rashad Greene, Neal Sterling 
TE: Julius Thomas, Marcedes Lewis, Clay Harbor, Nic Jacobs 
PK: Jason Myers 
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KANSAS CITY CHIEFS
The Kansas City Chiefs didn't have one of their better rushing games in Sunday's win over the Oakland Raiders. They gained just 89 rushing yards, the only time they haven't topped 100 yards during their five-game winning streak.

But according to ESPN.com's Adam Teicher, head coach Andy Reid wasn't blaming the time-share arrangement the Chiefs had going on in their backfield. Charcandrick West and Spencer Ware each got work. West played 34 snaps and got the ball 11 times, nine times on carries and two times on passes. Ware played 17 snaps but had nine touches, including a 10-yard touchdown run.

The Chiefs' third back, Knile Davis, did not play on offense.

"I thought it was good," Reid said of the running back arrangement. "We didn't have a lot of snaps that first half. I think we're going to be OK there. Both of them are good players. They ran hard, too hard at times. The ball popped out a couple times."

Each player did drop the ball, though neither was ruled a fumble.

Reid wouldn't commit to a rotation for next Sunday's game against the San Diego Chargers at Arrowhead Stadium or beyond.

"I think every week will probably be a little different," Reid said.

But the facts haven't changed. West is the more versatile back and best fits the Chiefs' offensive system, particularly because of his skills as a pass receiver.

Ware is the physical runner who is better capable of gaining the tough yards. He showed that on his touchdown run in Oakland by breaking a tackle on the 6.

Reid has mostly favored going with one runner during his career as opposed to a dual-back system. Only four times in his career has he had a team with more than 100 carries from two backs, three times with the Eagles and then last year with Jamaal Charles and Davis with the Chiefs.

But he's not tied to the idea.

"I started off with Deuce Staley, Brian Westbrook and Correll Buckhalter [with the Eagles], so we kind of rotated three guys," Reid said. "I'm OK with that. That's a tough position."

In this case, using West or Ware as the situation demands might be the best thing for the Chiefs.

That's obviously not great news for fantasy owners, who would love more clarity. But we're not going to get it and it's going to make playing either back as more than a low-end RB2 or flex a bit of a crapshoot. ...

The Chiefs finish out the last quarter of the season with three of four games at Arrowhead Stadium against San Diego, Cleveland and Oakland, and a trip to Baltimore. Those four foes are a combined 14-34 with all four carrying a losing record.

Other notes of interest. ... Alex Smith kept his streak alive, as he threw 22 passes against Oakland without an interception. He has 305 consecutive passes without the opponent catching one. That is the third longest such streak in league history, trailing only the 308 passes by Cleveland's Bernie Kosar in 1990-91 and the 358 attempts by New England's Tom Brady in 2010-11.

"Just another great performance by Alex," said Jeremy Maclin, who finished with nine catches for 92 yards and two touchdowns. "He never makes a dumb move. He sees everything. He knows what the defense is going to do before they do.

Travis Kelce's fumbling problem popped up again late in the first half when he coughed up the ball with the Chiefs in field-goal range.

Receiver De'Anthony Thomas (concussion) missed his second consecutive game due to a concussion he suffered on November 29 in San Diego. Thomas has not yet cleared the NFL concussion protocols.

The Chiefs contributed 25 percent of the eight PAT kicks missed around the NFL on Sunday. Kicker Cairo Santos pushed one attempt wide right. On the other failure, Santos stopped as he came to the ball with his right foot, when it appeared holder Dustin Colquitt was having trouble setting the ball. Colquitt got the ball down, but Santos couldn't reload forcing Colquitt to attempt a pass to nobody. As the Sports Xchange suggested, it's an ugly play once in a game; twice is dreadful. It's the kind of football follies seldom seen from the K.C. kicking game.

And finally. ... According to Associated Press sports writer Dave Skretta, Charles, recovering from the torn ACL he suffered earlier this season, intends to earn the $5.75 million in salary and bonuses he is due next season, part of a contract extension signed with Kansas City prior to last season.

"That's the goal," he said. I had 11 (games) left in the season when I did it, so it's a lot of time to come back from it. The way I'm moving, I'll be back before the season starts. I want to be back. I want to play. I want to be out there again."

After recovering from his first knee injury in 2011, Charles came back to run for a career-best 1,509 yards. The following year, he ran for a career-high 12 touchdowns. And last season, he went over 1,000 yards rushing for the third straight season despite some nagging bumps and bruises.

There are differences between the first knee injury and this one, Charles said. The rehab from his first made both legs stronger, and that has given him a better base to begin his recovery this time. He is also right-handed, so his right leg is naturally a bit stronger. But nothing is more important than his outlook. He was emotionally distraught when he got hurt in the second game of the 2011 season, nervous and uncertain about the future. But he's gone through this process once, and that has left him in better spirits.

"It's easier," he explained, "just because I know what I know." 
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QB: Alex Smith, Chase Daniel, Aaron Murray 
RB: Charcandrick West, Spencer Ware, Knile Davis 
FB: Anthony Sherman 
WR: Jeremy Maclin, Albert Wilson, Chris Conley, Jason Avant, Frankie Hammond, De'Anthony Thomas 
TE: Travis Kelce, Demetrius Harris, Brian Parker 
PK: Cairo Santos 
=========================

=========================
MIAMI DOLPHINS
As Associated Press sports writer Steven Wine put it, "The Dolphins are now running the ball more than they're throwing it, which can happen when a former Nebraska Cornhusker calls the plays.

"Newfound devotion to the ground game has yet to invigorate Miami's anemic offense, however. ..."

Ex-Husker quarterback Zac Taylor took over last week as play-caller pledging to run the ball, and on Sunday the Dolphins did. They had more yards rushing than passing for the first time since the 2014 season opener, and the run-pass ratio was 26 plays to 20.

Better balance produced only eight first downs and one touchdown, however. Ryan Tannehill threw for a season-low 86 yards, and the Dolphins (5-7) needed dominating defense to beat injury-riddled Baltimore 15-13.

"The game plan might be different next week," center Mike Pouncey said. "We may let Ryan throw the ball 58 times like we did last week."

Throwing will be tempting Monday night against the New York Giants (5-7), who rank last in the NFL in pass defense. But interim coach Dan Campbell believes more running plays provides a path to salvaging something from this disappointing season -- and might earn him a chance to lead the team again next year.

"I'm a big believer that you do need more balance," Campbell said Monday. "We did what we needed to do to win that game. We ran it well, and the defense played really good football. It's a good formula."

The Dolphins came into the game with the most lopsided pass-run ratio in the league, but ran the ball effectively against the Ravens' stout front.

Lamar Miller netted 113 yards, topping 100 for only the third time this year, and averaged 5.7 per carry. The Dolphins even brought the read option out of mothballs, and Tannehill kept for 11 yards and a first down.

The tone was set early, when the Dolphins ran for a first down on third and 5.

"We committed to the run," Campbell said. "We didn't go off the game plan just because they shut down a couple of runs. And it helped us."

But Tannehill had his lowest completion total since 2012. He went 9 for 19, and Miami was held under 21 points for the 10th time in 12 games.

In fact, Miami's offense scored seven points, while its defense was responsible for eight.

"We weren't efficient enough in the passing game," Tannehill said. "A lot of that is on me. We should have made enough plays when we had the opportunities.

"The run game was great, so we were able to stick with the run game and keep grinding it out on the ground. But it has to be cleaner in the pass game and complete more passes when we do throw it."

Campbell fired offensive coordinator Bill Lazor a week ago after Miami had a 61-9 pass-run ratio in a loss to the Jets. Campbell assigned play-calling to Taylor and gave Tannehill more input into the game plan and more latitude with audibles.

Taylor called plays from the sideline, and Tannehill said they had good communication.

"We made a few plays when it counted, and that has to be a credit to him for putting us in the right play," Tannehill said.

Other offensive players praised Taylor's commitment to the ground game, even if Miami's point total showed no improvement.

"Everybody benefits," left tackle Branden Albert said. "The defense is not on the field as long. We don't put Ryan in bad situations. And we weren't out there having to pass block for long periods of time."

So why didn't the Dolphins run more earlier in the season?

"I don't know," Albert said. "I'm just a left tackle."

According to ESPN.com's James Walker, the answer is Miami's initial coaching staff misjudged its talent at the beginning of the season. Former head coach Joe Philbin and Lazor projected Miami to have a high-scoring offense. Tannehill was going into his fourth season with a host of new receivers.

However, Tannehill regressed this year and Lazor's pass-heavy system didn't work. Miami simplified the playbook Sunday and it produced a win.

Right now the Dolphins are better when Tannehill doesn't have to win games with his arm. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Also according to Walker, it's been a long, arduous rookie year for first-round pick DeVante Parker. It started in the summer with foot surgery, and now the tide finally is turning 12 games into the regular season.

Parker got his first NFL start against the Ravens. The first-year receiver scored Miami's only offensive touchdown with a highlight-reel, 38-yard score from Tannehill in the second quarter.

It was a dynamic flash from Parker that briefly showed why the Dolphins made him the No. 14 overall pick in last April's NFL draft.

"Tannehill threw it up where I was able to high-point it and go get it," Parker said of his touchdown play. "That's what I do best. He threw it to where only I could get it and I came down with it."

In fact, Parker has two touchdown catches in the past two games. He also caught a 31-yard touchdown in last week's loss to the Jets. Parker has seven receptions for 143 yards in the past two weeks and is averaging 20.4 yards per reception.

More important, Parker is showing that he could be the future of Miami's passing attack. The final month of the season is all about preparing for 2016, and Parker is showing that he wants to be a part of that foundation. With starter Rishard Matthews heading toward free agency, Parker will be in line to be a projected starter.

Kenny Stills suffered an ankle injury in the first half and didn't return. That left the receiving corps thin, with Matthews inactive because of chest and rib injures injury.

Matthews (ribs) is doubtful for the Monday Night game against the Giants because he's still sore. Matthews was injured two games ago against the New York Jets. 
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QB: Ryan Tannehill, Matt Moore 
RB: Lamar Miller, Jay Ajayi, Damien Williams 
WR: Jarvis Landry, DeVante Parker, Kenny Stills, Greg Jennings, Matt Hazel, Rishard Matthews 
TE: Jordan Cameron, Dion Sims, Jake Stoneburner, Brandon Williams 
PK: Andrew Franks 
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MINNESOTA VIKINGS
Having posted their largest losing margin at home in 31 years, the Vikings were given just three days to prepare for what's next.

As Associated Press sports writer Dave Campbell suggested, traveling to Arizona for a Thursday night game is about as far from a reprieve as the schedule could have afforded the Vikings following their 38-7 defeat by Seattle on Sunday that pushed them back into a first-place tie in the NFC North.

This final quarter of the season sure starts with a flurry.

"Hopefully getting our noses rubbed in it a little bit yesterday helps bring that chip back," tight end Kyle Rudolph said.

The Cardinals (10-2) have won six straight games, further establishing themselves as a serious Super Bowl contender. The Vikings (8-4) have been embarrassed often, for one reason or another, in recent prime-time games. Three key players on defense were out against the Seahawks with little time to recover from their injuries. Throw in the fact this is a trip halfway across the country, and the odds have been stacked high against them.

Perhaps that can work in their favor, in light of their latest humbling loss.

Nose tackle Linval Joseph (foot) was previously ruled out and linebacker Anthony Barr (groin) and safety Harrison Smith (hamstring) each limped off during Seattle's first touchdown drive, depleting a usually sound unit. The Seahawks went on to rack up 433 yards.

All three have been ruled out for this week as well -- along with safety Andrew Sendejo (knee).

Still, head coach Mike Zimmer produced the defining quote after the game: "We're not quite as good as we think we are."

It's time to get better.

After the Arizona game, the Vikings play at home against Chicago and New York, both 5-7 teams. They'll each still be in contention, though, and can't be counted out. Then there's the finale at Green Bay. The rematch against the Packers is difficult to envision without it deciding the division champion.

So the playoffs are still well within reach, despite the recent duds against Green Bay and Seattle. But the Vikings are likely going to have to strike a better balance on offense to get there, especially with their defense not at full strength.

After the game, running back Adrian Peterson said the Vikings were outcoached "in so many different ways" on Sunday, and when he was asked if he thought eight carries were too few for him, Peterson said, "What do you think?

"As one of the leaders on the team, seeing how the running game has been all season, you definitely want to be able to go out and establish the run and let things feed off of that. To finish with eight carries, it's tough. I feel like we're able to sit back, evaluate some things again and get back to what we do."

A league source told ESPN.com's Ben Goessling, that Peterson met with Zimmer to share his concerns after getting just 13 carries in the Vikings' 30-13 loss to the Green Bay Packers on Nov. 22. The Vikings gave Peterson the ball 29 times the previous Sunday, and he gained 158 yards in a win over the Atlanta Falcons.

But this time out, he had a season-low five carries in the first half, and the Vikings got away from the running game after falling behind, 21-0.

The NFL's leading rusher has been the bedrock of the Vikings' offense all season, and while three of the Vikings' four losses are by 17 points or more, Peterson's frustration on Sunday seemed to stem from how early the Vikings went away from the run against the Seahawks.

The Vikings were down 21-0 at halftime, but gained fewer yards (57) in the second half than they did in the first (68). Peterson carried the ball on the first two plays of the second half, but had only one more carry after that.

"You don't want to go in down 21 at halftime, but we should be able to bite down and come back in some type of way," he said. "We just weren't able to do it.

"We don't have to look at it [on film]. We know what it was. We just made a mistake. We've just got to bounce back, pick it up. I can't say what came to mind, but we have to bite down and just realize some things and come back ready to play Thursday [in Arizona]."

Given all that, Teddy Bridgewater's ability to rally the team from a double-digit deficit remains largely in question following his performance against the Seahawks. He has only three touchdown passes against four interceptions over the last six games, with just six completions longer than 25 yards during that stretch.

"As an offensive line, we take it kind of personal that we're not giving Teddy enough time to develop plays and make his reads," left guard Brandon Fusco said. "I think it's just going to have to be an emphasis for the rest of the season. It's got to be a lot better. We're going to put it on our shoulders and see where it takes us."

Whether Bridgewater's mechanics, the blocking in front of him, the routes by the receivers, the play calls and formations ordered by the coaches or a combination of all of that, the Vikings have been out of sync when the ball's in the air.

"We've put that on tape a couple times now where if you stop Adrian you're going to have a good chance of stopping us offensively," Rudolph said, "and that can't be the case."

Of some interest. ... After the Seahawks whipped the Vikings on Sunday, Seattle pass rusher Bruce Irvin gloated. Irvin claimed that Bridgewater was "so scared" that the Seahawks could tell they were in his head. Bridgewater, apprised of those comments, said that wasn't the case.

"I think Bruce was just excited to get the up on us," Bridgewater said. "That's typical Bruce."

Still, Bridgewater acknowledged that he'd prefer not to be in a position where opposing teams can say that about him.

"It is a little embarrassing to hear that," Bridgewater said. "Bruce is still a good player, and a great guy off the field also. I'm going to make sure that I remember those words. But I can't lock in and pay too much attention to that. We have a game here in two days. I have to shift my focus to that."

As Profootballtalk.com's Michael David Smith suggests, Bridgewater needs to show that he can shake off the opposing pass rush and make big plays. Recently, he hasn't been doing that: In the Vikings' last four games, Bridgewater has thrown just two touchdown passes, while being sacked 14 times. ...

Other notes of interest. ... With Bridgewater unable to do much against the Seahawks' defense, it was a quiet day for the Vikings' receivers. Stefon Diggs caught just two passes for 22 yards and Mike Wallace gained 25 yards on a crossing route, which was his longest play of the season. Rudolph, who had 11 catches in the past two games, had three for 13 yards Sunday.

Despite the showing against Seattle, Diggs set a team rookie record for most catches in nine consecutive games. He has 42, breaking the mark set by Randy Moss (40) in 1998.

Cordarrelle Patterson had his second kick return touchdown of the year in the fourth quarter, giving the Vikings their only score of the game when he raced 101 yards downfield. Patterson's celebration was puzzling -- he began high-stepping from the 30-yard line, held the ball aloft and jumped into the stands after his touchdown -- but he was the only player who could generate any scoring for the Vikings.

Blair Walsh moved into fourth place in team history for most consecutive games scoring (59). Fred Cox set the mark of 151 games from 1963 to 1973. 
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QB: Teddy Bridgewater, Shaun Hill, Taylor Heinicke 
RB: Adrian Peterson, Jerick McKinnon, Matt Asiata 
FB: Zach Line 
WR: Stefon Diggs, Mike Wallace, Charles Johnson, Jarius Wright, Cordarrelle Patterson, Adam Thielen 
TE: Kyle Rudolph, Rhett Ellison, MyCole Pruitt 
PK: Blair Walsh 
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NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS
The New England Patriots will practice with a sense of urgency this week, but that's not because the team has lost back-to-back games.

It's simply the way they're programmed.

"We've always been on alert and we're going to continue to work hard," running back James White said Monday. "That's all we can do is take it one week at a time, just try to continue to be a better football team."

New England (10-2) was dealt its second straight loss Sunday in a surprising 35-28 setback to the Philadelphia Eagles. A week ago, the Broncos handed the Patriots their first loss of the year in a 30-24 overtime thriller in snowy Denver.

It marks the first time since the 2012 season that New England has lost consecutive games.

"It's very rare that we go out there and perform like that, but that's the nature of the NFL," wide receiver and special teams player Matthew Slater said. "If you're not ready to go and on top of your game every time you take the field, the other teams and coaches in this league are very good and they can make you pay for it."

Slater was especially complimentary of the next opposing coach the Patriots will face, Bill O'Brien of the Houston Texans. O'Brien spent five seasons as an assistant in New England.

"Obviously, coach O'Brien knows this team very well, so a lot of familiarity there," Slater said.

New England hasn't lost three straight since 2002, when it stumbled through a four-game skid.

"We're thankful we have another opportunity to take the field on Sunday," Slater added. "It's going to be a good game."

Meanwhile, Tom Brady didn't sugarcoat his words when asked about the 99-yard interception return for a touchdown by Eagles safety Malcolm Jenkins that was a critical play in Sunday's 35-28 loss.

"Bad quarterbacking," he said. "The team trusts you to put the ball in your hands and make good decisions with it, and that was a terrible decision. It's unfortunate because those cost you the game, and I've got to do a better job."

As ESPN.com's Mike Reiss notes, the score was tied at 14 with 7:42 remaining in the third quarter, and Brady tried to force a pass to receiver Danny Amendola at the goal line on third-and-5.

"It was just a dumb play," Brady said. "There was really not much chance of a completion, so I should have just probably thrown it out of the back of the end zone or found someone else to throw to. We would've kicked three points. ... That's about as bad as you can do for a quarterback."

Brady then followed up with another interception, this time launching a deep pass into the end zone with 2:26 remaining in the third quarter after the Eagles went ahead 28-14.

"I've got to make good decisions with the ball. If I turn the ball over twice, I don't think we're going to have the chance to win many games," he said. "That's what it comes down to."

It was a bad day for Brady and because he seldom has them, it makes it all the more surprising.

So perhaps the real reason for concern is what has been happening along the offensive line, where the Patriots have not dictated play the past three games. Even in a win over the Bills on Nov. 23, Brady was pressured at alarming rates.

Brady completed 29 of 56 throws against the Eagles for 312 yards with three touchdowns and the two interceptions for a 71.4 rating. He was sacked four times and hit a total of 13 times. He struggled to complete 50 percent of his passes for the third straight week, although he was hurt throughout by drops and receivers who seemingly weren't in the right spot.

White led the way with 115 yards on a game-high 10 catches, including a touchdown. Amendola returned from injury to haul in seven catches for 62 yards and a score, although he had a bad drop on a potential big-play late and was the target as Brady tried to force a throw into double coverage on the goal line leading to a 99-yard interception return for a touchdown.

Brandon LaFell continues to struggled, catching just four balls for 27 yards, dropping a potential big play on New England's ditch comeback attempt and giving up on a deep ball that ended in Brady's other interception.

The protection isn't good right now. Brady looks flustered and frustrated. And his receivers can't get open and catch the ball with consistency.

Indeed, as the Sports Xchange suggested, it's ever a good sign when Brady is on the receiving end of the longest pass play of the night -- a 36-yard reverse pass from Amendola -- rather than throwing it.

Yes, the offense obviously misses tight end Rob Gronkowski (right knee) and receiver Julian Edelman (left foot).

But this is a team that prides itself on "next man up" and resourceful game plans, so the injuries are too easy of an excuse.

The good news, from a fantasy perspective: The Patriots have yet to clinch a playoff berth and are now tied atop the AFC with the Cincinnati Bengals and Denver Broncos. With a head-to-head loss Nov. 29 to the Broncos, the Patriots are no longer in the pole position for home-field advantage throughout the AFC playoffs.

Gronkowski and the team have described the tight end as "week to week," but ESPN's Adam Schefter reported on Tuesday that Gronk is unlikely to return this week. Edelman (foot) missed his third straight game following surgery to repair an injury that's expected to keep him out at least 6-to-8 weeks.

I'll be following up on Gronkowski's progress via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. For now, I'll note that Gronk did not practice Wednesday and Amendola (knee) was limited. ...

One last note here. ... On paper the Patriots had a solid day on the ground, combining to tally 25 carries for 103 yards and a touchdown. LeGarrette Blount led the way with 13 attempts for 54 yards and a 4.2 average, his first time topping 4 yards a carry in more than a month.

But a lot of the rushing success came on seemingly busted plays or Blount having to get creative cutting back across the formation rather than with the line opening up consistent holes.

The Eagles recorded a handful of tackles for a loss on Blount and never allowed the limited success on the ground to balance out the offense to help out a struggling passing game. The rushing attack was far from the worst aspect of the Patriots play on Sunday evening, but it wasn't exactly a major positive either. 
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QB: Tom Brady, Jimmy Garoppolo 
RB: LeGarrette Blount, James White, Brandon Bolden, Trey Williams 
WR: Brandon LaFell, Danny Amendola, Keshawn Martin, Matt Slater, Damarius Johnson, Julian Edelman 
TE: Scott Chandler, Michael Williams, Rob Gronkowski 
PK: Stephen Gostkowski 
=========================

=========================
NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
As ESPN.com's Mike Triplett suggested, add another gut punch to the Saints' incredibly disappointing season.

A shoulder injury as ended Mark Ingram's season. He was placed on season-ending IR Wednesday afternoon.

Ingram was listed as limited in practice on Nov. 25 and 26 because of a shoulder injury but he had not missed a practice or game since.

Ingram, 25, has played in all 12 games in 2015. He has 166 carries for 769 yards and has caught a career-high 50 passes for 405 yards.

I'll have more on this situation when Late-Breaking updates commence early Thursday.

This news is an obvious "injury to insult" situation in the wake of a 41-38 loss to the undefeated Panthers.

It was a great effort, but that will come as little solace after the Saints lost their fourth straight game and fell to 4-8 -- their worst record through 12 games in the Sean Payton-Drew Brees era.

As well as New Orleans played in spurts, they botched too many opportunities and blew too many coverages to walk away with a moral victory, including one of each in the final 1 minute, 5 seconds.

The Saints' embattled defense started great, forcing three turnovers and returning one of them for a touchdown and a 14-0 lead. But then they let Panthers MVP candidate Cam Newton throw five touchdown passes against their battered secondary.

The Saints are now on pace to shatter the NFL record for touchdown passes allowed in a season. They have given up 35 -- and the NFL record is 40. They still have four games left to play.

It hurt that they lost top cornerback Delvin Breaux to a leg injury Sunday after he got off to a great start, including an interception. The final touchdown came against cornerback Chris Owens, who they just signed off the street last week.

After struggling mightily one week earlier, the Saints' offense didn't have the greatest of days against the Panthers, either.

Brees was 24-of-42 for 282 yards and three touchdowns, including a perfectly thrown 54-yarder to Brandin Cooks.

But Brees was intercepted once and sacked twice and finished with a 91.6 passer rating. Cooks had six receptions for 104 yards and the touchdown, while Brandon Coleman, who filled in for an injured Willie Snead, had his best day as a pro with four catches for 73 yards (with a long of 31) and a 24-yard TD early in the fourth quarter that gave the Saints a 31-27 lead.

Snead could be back soon, but perhaps Coleman earned more playing time going forward with veteran receiver Marques Colston continuing to fade.

Tight end Benjamin Watson had a 14-yard TD among his four receptions for 38 yards.

The rushing attack wasn't great, but it wasn't terrible against a stingy and active Panthers' front seven.

Ingram managed to scratch out a team-leading 56 yards and a 4.7 average on 12 attempts with a 9-yard TD in the fourth quarter that gave his team a 38-34 edge with a little more than five minutes remaining. Brees added a 12-yard scramble on his only rushing attempt of the game, but the Saints ran the ball only three times in the second half when the game was still very much in doubt.

According to Triplett, this could still be taken as a good sign going forward.

The most important thing for the Saints to accomplish over this final month is to prove that they're heading in the right direction with a young nucleus. That they didn't throw in the towel after three straight losses is promising. But this team has way too many holes to expect them to turn things around quickly. And it remains to be seen how much they decide to blow things up after the season.

For what it's worth, Payton said he wasn't going to get into the officiating issues after the game, but he couldn't help but express his frustration with two incidents in which he felt the Panthers got away with having 12 men on the field.

According to Triplett, because Kai Forbath earned the game ball for his clutch 57-yard field goal last week, he deserves to be mentioned for a costly miss this week – a 38-yarder, wide right, when the Saints were leading 7-0 in the first quarter. 
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QB: Drew Brees, Matt Flynn, Garrett Grayson, Luke McCown 
RB: C.J. Spiller, Tim Hightower, Marcus Murphy, Mark Ingram 
FB: Austin Johnson 
WR: Brandin Cooks, Willie Snead, Marques Colston, Brandon Coleman 
TE: Ben Watson, Josh Hill, Michael Hoomanawanui 
PK: Kai Forbath 
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NEW YORK GIANTS
According to Associated Press sports writer Tom Canavan, Tom Coughlin isn't spending any time worrying about his coaching future with the New York Giants.

Though many frustrated supporters are calling for changes with the team faltering and facing a fourth straight season out of the playoffs, Coughlin is looking firmly ahead to the next game.

Coughlin set himself up to be second-guessed on Sunday with a decision to go for a game-clinching touchdown instead of a chip-shot field goal with the Giants ahead of the Jets by 10 points. The plan backfired, the Jets rallied to tie the game in the final minute of regulation and won in overtime, sending the Giants (5-7) to their third straight loss.

It marked the fifth time the Giants have lost after coughing up a fourth-quarter lead in the final two minutes. Those five losses have been by a total of 12 points. There have been questionable decisions and players not making a play here or there that would have been the difference.

Wins have been there for the taking, and the Giants have failed to take them.

It's all come back to the coach and left many wondering whether the 69-year-old Coughlin will be back next season.

"I don't pay any attention," Coughlin said Monday when asked about his future. "I try to stay focused for the benefit of my team, my coaches and everybody else. You can all disagree. We are trying to win games the best way we can. To be honest with you, nobody knows my team better than I know my team. When you sit in judgment of what goes on, it's all been thought out, whether you like it or not and whether it's right or wrong."

Coughlin's trademark this season has been to be aggressive. That's been an issue at times. But excruciating late losses to the Falcons, Saints and Patriots could be blamed on failures by the defense and special teams, and by the offense in the red zone.

"We'll win when we deserve to win," Coughlin said.

Quarterback Eli Manning reiterated the players have to step up and make plays in crunch time.

"Coach put us in a position, he trusts us to go make a play, and we've got to do it," Manning said. "We've got to play better at some critical moments in the game. We do some good things, we get close, we do a lot of good things, and it's just kind of that final step, those last few yards, and the difference between winning games and losing games. We're just not making that crucial play to get us the win."

It's the reason Coughlin is in trouble heading to Miami for a Monday night game.

The good news? In the NFC East, a 5-7 record puts you in a three-way tie for first place with four games to go.

After going up against Miami, the Giants finish against Carolina, Minnesota and the Eagles. ...

And it's not like the coach doesn't doesn't have anything going for him. Start with Odell Beckham, who had six receptions for 149 yards, including a 72-yard catch-and-run touchdown that literally looked as if he was running at a different speed than everybody else.

It was a bit of a roller-coaster day for Beckham. Without Darrelle Revis to contend with, Beckham started things off with a leaping, one-handed catch over the middle for 22 yards in the first quarter that sent a buzz throughout MetLife Stadium.

After the Jets tied the game at 10-10 in the second quarter, Beckham found space in the Jets' secondary. He caught a short pass over the middle and sprinted his way to a 72-yard touchdown to push the Giants up 17-10.

Beckham electrified the stadium as he eluded three Jets defenders on the catch-and-run before celebrating the touchdown by mimicking high hurdles as he ran the length of the end zone.

When the dust had settled, Beckham had his 14th career 100-yard receiving game in just the 24th game of his career. As Profootballtalk.com's Michael David Smith notes, Randy Moss didn't have his 14th 100-yard game until his 39th career game. Jerry Rice didn't have his 14th 100-yard game until his 47th career game. Terrell Owens didn't have his 14th 100-yard game until his 84th career game.

Those three players are the top 3 in NFL history in career receiving yards. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Beckham was checked for a concussion at halftime after taking a hard hit in the end zone near the end of the first half, but the Giants said he did not have concussion symptoms.

Manning would not say why or what he received X-rays on after Sunday's loss to the Jets, but he did want everyone to know that he was fine and would not miss a start. Manning never does.

On Monday, Coughlin provided some context to the situation, noting that Manning received X-rays on his ankle. Manning finished the game without issue and did not appear to be walking with a significant limp following the game.

The bad news for Manning is that rookie left tackle Ereck Flowers (high ankle) is still on crutches, according to Coughlin. Flowers left Sunday's game against the Jets in obvious pain and was initially questionable to return. Shortly after, the team ruled him out for the game. As is tradition, Manning is now dealing with some unrecognizable version of his offensive line which can hopefully keep him out of the X-ray room in the future.

At the beginning of the season, Flowers was supposed to play opposite Will Beatty, who is out for the year with a torn pectoral. Guard Geoff Schwartz is also done for the season. ...

Dwayne Harris' 80-yard punt return was the game's first touchdown, and a 43-yard kick return in overtime put the Giants in position to at least tie the game (which they did not). As ESPN.com's Dan Graziano notes, Harris has played hurt and done everything that's been asked of him this year, and he obviously adds an element the Giants have lacked for a long time on both return teams.

Orleans Darkwa led all running backs with nine touches. The bad news is that he only gained 23 yards on his eight carries and 10 on his one catch. The Giants are committed to a committee approach at running back, and it keeps everyone from getting too hot.

Rueben Randle had 22 yards on two catches in spite of being targeted six times. He's losing snaps to Hakeem Nicks, who was on his couch a month ago. According to Graziano Randle doesn't look like a guy who's a month away from free agency, and he's not helping his chances of being back with the Giants in 2016.

And finally. ... On Tuesday, the Giants placed long snapper Zak DeOssie and tight end Larry Donnell on season-ending injured reserve Tuesday.

DeOssie has never missed a game since being drafted in 2007 and had played in 140 consecutive games. The Giants signed long snapper Danny Aiken to replace DeOssie.

Donnell has missed the last four games with a neck injury. Both he and Coughlin had hinted that he probably would not be able to return this season. Will Tye has been adequate in Donnell's absence. 
[image: image40]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image41]
QB: Eli Manning, Ryan Nassib 
RB: Rashad Jennings, Shane Vereen, Orleans Darkwa, Andre Williams 
FB: Nikita Whitlock 
WR: Odell Beckham, Rueben Randle, Dwayne Harris, Hakeem Nicks, Myles White, Geremy Davis 
TE: Will Tye, Jerome Cunningham 
PK: Josh Brown 
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NEW YORK JETS
According to ESPN.com's Ohm Youngmisuk, the New York Jets' come-from-behind victory over the New York Giants had Brandon Marshall in tears afterward.

The 23-20 overtime win also had the playmaking receiver feeling like he and quarterback Ryan Fitzpatrick are learning how to play together in a similar manner to how LeBron James and Dwayne Wade had to learn to finish games together with the Miami Heat.

The Giants could not stop Fitzpatrick and Marshall on Sunday. Marshall had 12 catches for 131 yards and scored the touchdown that forced overtime. Fitzpatrick threw two touchdowns and had a key 15-yard scramble on a fourth-and-6 at the Giants' 36 on the game-tying drive.

That is what had Marshall thinking about James and D-Wade afterward.

"That is typical Fitzpatrick, game is on the line, he is going to do something to take over," said Marshall, who repeatedly praised Fitzpatrick. "It is almost like a basketball player in the clutch. Cam Newton does it. It is like, 'Hey, I am not going to throw the ball; I am going to get those guys running downfield, open it up and I am going to take off.' Typical Fitz. I get [ticked] off a little bit because I want the ball [too]. I want the final shot. It is almost like, I don't want to say that because it will be a headline.

"But back in the day, do you remember when Wade and LeBron first got together, and they were like, who is going to take the final shot? I always want the final shot, but I know Fitz is going to try to take it. And I am not comparing us to Wade and LeBron."

Marshall's touchdown came when Fitzpatrick threw basically a jump ball to him in the corner of the end zone. Marshall boxed out Prince Amukamara for the score on a throw that the Jets receiver and quarterback have been working on since early August.

"That dude, he makes my job so easy," Fitzpatrick said. "We got single coverage, which we put him to the wide field and basically just threw it up and said, 'Brandon make a play.' [He] came down with it, made it look easy. It's not easy to do, but he made it look easy."

While the two seem to have that corner end-zone pass down, Marshall and Fitzpatrick might have to work on their celebrations. The receiver explained how things got "awkward" when the two tried to hug after their come-from-behind win.

"We sat there for a second," Marshall said of the end, when Josh Brown missed a 48-yard field goal in overtime. "We didn't get up and run on the field, we just hugged each other and he put me in this weird position -- it was really awkward. I was like laying on top of him so I tried to maneuver myself into a better position."

Marshall said Jets coaches hugged players in the locker room afterward and the scene made him emotional.

"The special thing about it is I had tears in my eyes," Marshall said. "The fight like that, that is what I enjoy about this game. Coming into this locker room after a win, that raw emotion, you can't pay for that. … Just hugging. A couple of coaches came and hugged us. Like wow, we are grown men and we are acting like kids. ... To do it together is special."

James and Wade won two championships together in Miami, though James famously predicted more than that.

So was Marshall, 31, ready to predict that the Jets are going to win not one championship, not two, not three ...?

"Yeah, right?" Marshall asked with a smile. "Not four, not five, not six. … We are old. If we get one, we are lucky."

Marshall was named AFC Offensive Player of the Week for his performance while Fitzpatrick delivered one of the Jets' best passing performances in recent memory, throwing for 390 yards to go with the two touchdowns.

For perspective: It was the most passing yards by a Jets quarterback since Vinny Testaverde's 481 yards in the final game of the 2000 season. In the process, Fitzpatrick debunked the perception that he's incapable of leading a come-from-behind victory, rallying the Jets from a 10-point deficit. He caught fire late in the game, completing 18 of 27 passes for 194 yards and a touchdown in the fourth quarter/overtime. He was under duress at times (three sacks/nine QB hits), but managed to avoid a single turnover.

As ESPN.com's Rich Cimini suggested, "There's a word for this sort of thing: Clutch. ..."

Meanwhile, Marshall became the first Jets receiver since Jerricho Cotchery in 2007 to reach the 1,000-yard receiving mark.

Other notes of interest. ... After a quiet first half, Eric Decker came up huge in the fourth quarter/overtime, making five of his eight catches. He caught four balls on one drive, leading to a field goal and sparking the comeback. The Jets finally figured out how to spring Decker in the middle of the field. The Giants had no answers for him or Marshall.

The Giants, of course, are used to this sort of thing. They began the day as the 32nd-ranked pass defense.

Bilal Powell was the unsung hero. The Jets needed a way to slow down the Giants' pass rush, so they decided to make use of Powell out of the backfield. Time after time, he caught screen passes, finishing with eight catches for 91 yards and a touchdown. The strategy not only neutralized the pass rush, saving wear and tear on Fitzpatrick, but it resulted in big plays.

The biggest was a middle screen in which Powell ran for a 25-yard touchdown, with the help of downfield blocks by Nick Mangold and James Carpenter.

Chris Ivory (10 carries for 47 yards) looked to be on his way to a big day when he racked up 37 yards on four carries in the Jets' first two series but he once again disappeared thereafter. His second quarter fumble led to a Giants field goal. Powell (six carries for 17 yards) outgained and outplayed Ivory over the final three-plus quarters.

Fitzpatrick (five carries for 22 yards) had the biggest run of the day, a 15-yard scramble on 4th-and-6 that kept the game-tying touchdown drive alive.

And finally. ... The Darrelle Revis Watch, week three, is underway.

The cornerback remains in the NFL's concussion protocol, but he has made improvement in recent days, according to coach Todd Bowles. Revis was injured 15 days ago and still hasn't participated in a practice. His status for Sunday against the Tennessee Titans is up in the air. 
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QB: Ryan Fitzpatrick, Geno Smith, Bryce Petty 
RB: Chris Ivory, Bilal Powell, Stevan Ridley 
RB: Tommy Bohanon 
WR: Brandon Marshall, Eric Decker, Devin Smith, Quincy Enunwa, Kenbrell Thompkins, Jeremy Kerley 
TE: Jeff Cumberland, Kellen Davis 
PK: Randy Bullock 
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OAKLAND RAIDERS
In Week 12, Derek Carr led the Raiders to a late victory with a clutch play in the final minute.

Sunday, however, the Raiders' second-year quarterback -- who has been outstanding for much of the season -- completely fell apart in the fourth quarter. In a disastrous nine-minute stretch, Carr made three critical mistakes that led to three Kansas City touchdowns turning a six-point Oakland lead into a 34-20 defeat. The loss dropped the Raiders to 5-7 and very likely out of the AFC wild-card hunt.

During the fourth quarter, Carr couldn't hold a lead for Oakland or engineer a comeback. The three interceptions by Carr -- who has thrown just nine interceptions this season compared to 26 touchdown passes -- were uncharacteristic of Carr.

As ESPN.com's Bill Williamson suggested, all three interceptions were thrown by a desperate, harried young player. In the first year and three quarters of his NFL career, Carr, 24, has been relaxed and in control.

This was the worst sequence of his young career. Carr flat-out lost the game for Oakland and that's not characteristic of his play. The Raiders have rarely had to worry about Carr making out-of-control decision. But that's what happened Sunday.

Carr was the third Oakland quarterback, joining Donald Hollas and Carson Palmer, in the past 20 years to be intercepted three times in the fourth quarter.

"I get frustrated anytime we don't win or I turn the ball over or anything like that. I always get frustrated. It's tough," Carr said. "It stings you but you have to move on."

Head coach Jack Del Rio didn't hide from the fact his quarterback crashed in the fourth quarter. Del Rio believes in Carr, but he made it clear that type of performance has to be addressed.

"He's one of several good, young players that will continue to grow from experiences both good and bad," Del Rio said. "Certainly at the end, there were opportunities where it has to be different for him to be the player he wants to be and for us to be the team we want to be."

Carr and Del Rio both said the first interception -- in which Kansas City linebacker Josh Mauga picked off a scrambling Carr and took the ball 66 yards to the Oakland 2-yard-line -- was simply a competitive player trying to do too much. The final interception was returned for a touchdown by safety Tyvon Branch, who the Raiders cut in the offseason.

As he always does when he fails, Carr vowed to get better from his fourth-quarter implosion.

"I'm going to be learning until I'm done playing and if that ever changes then I've got to stop playing because I think too much of myself," Carr said. "I will always be learning throughout this process."

The Raiders talked openly last week about this first December game, against the Kansas City Chiefs, being critical to their playoffs hopes. The Raiders knew what was at stake. They knew they had a chance. The Raiders are now 5-7 and likely out of the playoff mix going into the final quarter of the season.

The Raiders play at Denver this week and then host Green Bay. ...

Worth noting: There were lots of passes (48), completions (31), yards (283) and even a couple of touchdown passes by Carr to Lee Smith and Michael Crabtree. A handful of dropped passes, including two by Crabtree, did not help.

Still, Carr's 26 touchdown passes are tied for fourth with Aaron Rodgers, trailing Tom Brady (31), Carson Palmer (29) and Blake Bortles (27). ...

Other notes of interest. ... Running back Latavius Murray, who had 82 yards in his previous two games, had 86 on 20 carries against Kansas City.

It seemed it would be much more the way things started out. On an 80-yard, nine-play Raiders drive to start the game, Murray rushed five times for 50 yards and scored on a 1-yard run. He was initially ruled down at the 1, but an official replay changed the call to a touchdown.

"I'm sure I could have run better in the second half," Murray said. "I'll make sure I get back to work and be better next week."

In a semi-related item. ... The Raiders got a jump on their offseason work by extending the contract of versatile running back Jamize Olawale.

Olawale, who was set to become a restricted free agent in the offseason, was signed to a three-year extension, the team announced. Terms of the contract were not disclosed.

Olawale has become a key backup. He has 110 yards and a touchdown on 24 carries. He also has eight catches for 70 yards. The Raiders use multiple offensive sets and Olawale is a part of several packages.

Tight end Clive Walford caught all five passes thrown his way Sunday for 53 yards.

Sebastian Janikowski had his second poor game of the season. He missed a PAT kick and a key field-goal attempt in the fourth quarter. 
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QB: Derek Carr, Matthew McGloin 
RB: Latavius Murray, Roy Helu, Taiwan Jones 
FB: Marcel Reece, Jamize Olawale 
WR: Amari Cooper, Michael Crabtree, Seth Roberts, Andre Holmes, Rod Streater 
TE: Clive Walford, Mychal Rivera, Lee Smith, Gabe Holmes 
PK: Sebastian Janikowski 
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PHILADELPHIA EAGLES
As ESPN.com's Phil Sheridan reported it, Chip Kelly has a plausible cover story and he's sticking with it. According to the coach, his reduced use of running back DeMarco Murray on Sunday was about everything except Murray.

"Everything is a weekly basis depending on who we're matched up with," Kelly said Monday. "Who's healthy has a lot to do with it. Where does Ryan (Mathews) fit in when Ryan gets back? It's a good problem when you have some backs and all three of them are productive.

"We have three running backs right now who were productive."

Darren Sproles started Sunday's game at running back. Sproles played on 35 of the Eagles' 58 offensive plays. He carried the ball a season-high 15 times for 66 yards and caught four passes.

Kenjon Barner played on 12 plays, but touched the ball on 11 of those snaps. Barner carried the ball nine times and caught two passes.

Murray, signed as a free agent to be the primary replacement for LeSean McCoy, played on 14 offensive plays. That's 23 percent of the Eagles' offensive plays in the game. Murray carried the ball eight times for 24 yards.

Kelly pointed out the low number of offensive plays the Eagles ran. That was one factor in Murray's relatively small workload.

"It was a strange game offensively," Kelly said. "We weren't on the field in the third quarter. Rarely are you not on the field, yet you're up by two scores. We had an interception return for a touchdown and then we had a punt return for a touchdown.

"That lack of (offensive) snaps is usually because we haven't been productive offensively. It's just because our defense was scoring and our special teams were scoring. We'll take it any time we can, but it was a different game from that standpoint."

The Eagles have run a total of 825 offensive plays this season, second-most in the NFL behind the Houston Texans. Even after Sunday's game, they are averaging 68.8 offensive plays per game.

But Kelly didn't know how many plays there would be when Sproles started ahead of Murray. That was based on Kelly's decision that the smaller, quicker Sproles and Barner would be effective against New England's big linebackers.

Still, as CSNPhilly.com's Reuben Frank suggested, it was shocking to see Barner, who had 20 previous career carries, on the field at crunch time with Murray on the sideline watching.

"They quicker," Jason Peters said of Sproles and Barner. "They make a cut and get it. You don't really have to stay on your block as long. Murray, he's a pound-it running back. He'll stretch it out and try to hit it up in there late, but those guys, if they see something, they'll hit it quick. They're different running backs, all three of them."

The Eagles were an efficient 33-for-128 running the football Sunday, and Peters said he liked the way the Eagles rotated the backs.

"I liked it, man," he said. "All three backs got carries and we were rolling. We just knew if we could run the ball and keep Brady off the field and keep our defense off the field that we had a chance."

Sproles and Barner both said they had no idea they would figure so prominently in the game plan.

"It feels great," Barner said. "I'm thankful. ... That my coaching staff and teammates have the confidence in me. It's an amazing feeling to go out there and help this team to win.

"I work my tail off every day in practice and in the offseason. You work to put yourself in position so that when your name is called you can perform."

Sproles said only that the more carries he gets, the more comfortable he feels.

"You can start seeing some things up front," he said.

Bottom line: If Murray had been more successful running the ball in previous weeks, Kelly probably wouldn't have come to that conclusion. Murray has 569 yards on 163 carries, an average of 3.5 yards per carry.

Mathews averages 5.7 yards per carry. Sproles is at 3.6 yards, while Barner averages 4.6 yards.

The Bills, the Eagles' next opponent, have starting linebackers who weigh an average of 244 pounds. That's 11 pounds lighter than the average Patriots linebacker at 255 pounds.

Kelly will decide whether Murray starts or plays more, while also possibly working Mathews back into the rotation. He has missed the past three games with a concussion, but returned to the practice field on Tuesday and worked again on a limited basis on Wednesday.

It might not help that Murray -- in the wake of the team's biggest win of the season -- went to owner Jeffrey Lurie and addressed frustrations with his role in Kelly's offense. For what it's worth, Kelly said owner Lurie and Murray didn't have a "meeting." They were just sitting next to each other on the plane and spoke.

Whatever the case, ESPN's Ed Werder reports there's no word on what Lurie told Murray, but the reality is Murray has only himself to blame for his demotion.

The 5-7 Eagles are fighting for the NFC East title, and it has become clear that they're more likely to win their final four games with a running back other than Murray getting the bulk of the carries. Whether Murray likes it or not, Kelly was right to bench him. ...

For the record, Philadelphia has three consecutive home games -- against Buffalo, Arizona and Washington -- to build on what they did in Foxboro.

Other notes of interest. ... Sam Bradford returned Sunday after missing two games with a concussion and injury to his non-throwing shoulder. He played well, throwing two touchdown passes and no interceptions in the 35-28 win against the Patriots.

Bradford, who has struggled on third down all season, completed 8 of 11 third-down passes against the Patriots, including two for touchdowns. He also had a critical 14-yard completion to wide receiver Riley Cooper on third-and-11 with 2 1/2 minutes left in the game that allowed the Eagles to run more time off the clock and protect their seven-point lead.

Bradford said he felt good in his first game back. "Anytime you miss a couple of games with an injury, obviously you're not exactly sure how you're gonna come back," Bradford said. "But I felt I was playing really well before I got hurt. I didn't know what exactly it was going to be like tonight with the shoulder. But I felt like I made plays when I had to make plays tonight."

In a bit of a surprise move, the Eagles released veteran wide receiver Miles Austin Monday. The Eagles signed the 31-year-old Austin to a one-year, $2.3 million deal in the offseason. But he caught only 13 passes in 11 games and struggled to get in synch with Bradford and Mark Sanchez.

Austin was inactive Sunday for the first time this season. The Eagles had signed wide receiver Jonathan Krause off of their practice squad last week. He played eight snaps Sunday against the Patriots.

Asked earlier Monday before releasing Austin about not activating him Sunday, Kelly said, "Miles is a real team player and knows what we're trying to get accomplished here. 
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QB: Sam Bradford, Mark Sanchez, Stephen Morris 
RB: Ryan Mathews, DeMarco Murray, Darren Sproles, Kenjon Barner 
WR: Jordan Matthews, Nelson Agholor, Josh Huff, Riley Cooper, Jonathan Krause, Seyi Ajirotutu 
TE: Zach Ertz, Brent Celek, Trey Burton 
PK: Caleb Sturgis 
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PITTSBURGH STEELERS
As Associated Press sports writer Will Graves put it, "The deluge came quickly and all at once, as if the Steelers were fumbling around in the dark searching for a light switch before finally flipping it on. ..."

Late in the second quarter on Sunday night, they trailed the Indianapolis Colts by 4. An hour later, they were up four scores on their way to another highlight-reel filled romp complete with the obligatory over-the-top Antonio Brown celebration.

Graves went on to suggest that football isn't supposed to look as easy as the Steelers made it look over the final two-plus quarters of a 45-10 drumming. Yet when Ben Roethlisberger is healthy, Pittsburgh is just as explosive as Todd Haley promised during the offseason when the uber-aggressive offensive coordinator predicted his unit should average 30 points.

In the seven contests when Roethlisberger has played at least three full quarters during his injury-marred season, Pittsburgh is averaging 31.

"We're capable of doing that," head coach Mike Tomlin said. "If we don't turn the ball over, that's us and that's been us."

And it will likely have to be the Steelers (7-5) if they want to get through a critical two-game set against division leaders Cincinnati and Denver that will likely determine whether they reach the postseason. For as unstoppable as Roethlisberger, Brown and the rest of Pittsburgh's offense looked while racing past the Colts, the Steelers' early season missteps mean there is very little margin for error.

"These teams we're about to play are all playoff teams," guard Ramon Foster said.

A group Pittsburgh believes it belongs in. The Steelers look the part when Roethlisberger is upright. His four touchdown passes -- two to Brown and one each to Markus Wheaton and Martavis Bryant -- came in less than 20 minutes of as Pittsburgh turned a 10-6 deficit into a 38-10 lead.

And here's the thing: He's hardly satisfied.

"We want to score every time we get the ball, obviously," Roethlisberger said. "We did some good things (but) I'm more upset with some of the stuff we left out there."

Squint hard enough and he might be right. Four Pittsburgh drives ended with Chris Boswell field goal attempts, including a 42-yarder in the fourth quarter that came after Bryant let a potential score smack off his hands as he tried to make a leaping grab at the goal line.

"We're just taking advantage of our matchups," Bryant said. "Players are going out there making great plays."

Few in the league make more than Brown. The All-Pro had already hauled in a pair of short touchdowns when he found himself returning to his roots as punt returner after Jacoby Jones fumbled the opening kickoff and nearly did the same on a punt.

Brown possibly reclaimed the job full-time after sprinting 71 yards for the fourth punt return score of his career. He punctuated his performance by leaping onto the goal post stanchion and falling awkwardly on his back, a move that may have topped the perfectly executed front flip he broke out against Oakland last month.

"Spur of the moment," Brown said. "It's just the excitement of the game and when you decide to do a play like that, you just get excited."

While Brown is clearly Roethlisberger's favorite target, the Steelers have proven they are far deeper than their acrobatic leader. Six Pittsburgh players had at least one gain of 20 yards or more on Sunday night. Roethlisberger has at least one 40-yard completion in four straight games, the franchise's longest such streak since Hall of Famer Bobby Layne did it in 1958.

Roethlisberger also has a running back (DeAngelo Williams) who quietly rushed for 134 yards, which were oddly camouflaged by all the splash plays in the passing game.

"I just feel a chemistry growing between all of us on offense, from the line to the running backs, tight ends, receivers (and) quarterbacks," Roethlisberger said. "Things just seem to be working."

They'll have to if Pittsburgh wants to play beyond the regular season finale in Cleveland on the first Sunday in January. To get there, the flashes the Steelers have shown in pockets -- thanks in large part to injuries to Roethlisberger and running back Le'Veon Bell -- will have to become a full-fledged flame.

"We obviously have no room for errors right now," Wheaton said. "I think just being in the hunt to make the playoffs ... just being in position to make it where we are now, we're happy with that (and) I think we're anxious to get back on the field after that win. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Brown became the first player in franchise history to catch two touchdown passes and return a punt for a touchdown in the same game. Brown has caught 90 passes in three consecutive seasons, becoming the second player in team history to do so. Hines Ward also did it from 2001-03.

Wheaton and Roethlisberger have connected for 251 yards and two scores the past two weeks.

Looking for a weakness?

As ESPN.com's Jeremy Fowler notes, the return game is a problem. Jones' struggles in the return game are an issue. The Steelers would prefer to hold Brown out of that job for health reasons. Wheaton can return kicks but he's a valuable offensive asset, too. Pittsburgh needs a viable option here.

So it's not really a weakness, is it?

In fact, Brown was named AFC Special Teams Player of the Week for his efforts after taking over for Jones. ...

Heath Miller sat out with injured ribs in this one. It's not clear if he'll be ready to return this week; I'll be following up on that via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. Rookie Jesse James started in Miller's place and fared well. 
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QB: Ben Roethlisberger, Landry Jones, Michael Vick 
RB: DeAngelo Williams, Jordan Todman, Fitzgerald Toussaint 
FB: Will Johnson, Roosevelt Nix 
WR: Antonio Brown, Martavis Bryant, Markus Wheaton, Darrius Heyward-Bey, Sammie Coates, Tyler Murphy 
TE: Heath Miller, Jesse James, Matt Spaeth 
PK: Chris Boswell 
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ST. LOUIS RAMS
Frank Cignetti paid the price for the failures of the St. Louis Rams' offense.

As Associated Press sports writer R.B. Fallstrom noted, there's not much time left for his successor to pick up the pieces.

The Rams, next to last in offense in the NFL and last in several key categories, fired their offensive coordinator Monday. Rob Boras, assistant head coach/offense and tight ends coach, will take over the coordinating duties.

Head coach Jeff Fisher said Monday he was making the move now thinking about the future of the franchise.

"All the blame's not to fall on his shoulders, but that's the way this business works," Fisher said, adding players should also shoulder responsibility.

"Everybody contributed," the coach added, "but we have to move in a different direction."

Fisher said he'd been thinking of making a change for a few weeks. He said he hadn't told Cignetti until relieving him of his duties at about noon Monday, then told the players about two hours later.

"I've looked hard at it over the last couple weeks," Fisher said. "We're getting what we want out of them on the practice field and it's not carrying over to the game."

Fisher said it'll still be a run-first offense, just as it was under Cignetti, but a bit more creative. He also thought the switch would "stimulate the staff."

St. Louis has lost five in a row and had a season low for points in a 27-3 loss to the Cardinals on Sunday. Before the skid, the franchise had a winning record in November for the first time since 2006.

"It doesn't matter if I've been here eight years, it hurts the same for everybody," defensive end Chris Long said Sunday. "That's losing in embarrassing fashion five games in a row. The guys in here are not happy, I can guarantee that."

Both the 45-year-old Boras and the 50-year-old Cignetti had been with Fisher since the head coach was hired in 2012. Cignetti was quarterbacks coach for three seasons and was promoted to offensive coordinator in February after Brian Schottenheimer became offensive coordinator at Georgia.

Boras also had been a finalist for the coordinator's job back in February. Cignetti's experience calling plays had been the tipping factor then, and now that'll be Boras' job.

Kenan Smith was promoted from offensive assistant to tight ends coach. He had been helping with tight ends.

The Rams are last in the NFL in passing and last in third-down conversions with a success rate of just 24.5 percent. They've been hard-hit by injuries on the offensive line after beginning the season with the youngest group in the league, with five rookies getting starts.

St. Louis was held to 212 yards and nine first downs Sunday, and was 1 for 12 on third-down conversions. It's been held to single-digit scoring three times this season.

Opponents are averaging about 10 more offensive snaps per game. On Sunday, the Cardinals ran 84 plays and had the ball for nearly two-thirds of the game, while the Rams ran just 50 plays.

"It's kind of a broken-record thing here with the offense," Fisher said. "We have got to get the offense fixed. Three first downs at halftime. I think we had six to start the fourth quarter. It doesn't give yourself a chance to be productive and win games. Defensively, just on the field way too much, way too much. Against that offense, they're going to score points."

Among the many unanswered questions that surround the Rams -- and for the sake of everybody's time, we're talking only on the field right now -- none stand out more than the one at quarterback. This is a franchise that did a complete makeover of the quarterback room in the offseason, brought in Chris Weinke, a new position coach, and signed three new players at the position.

The result has been a quarterback group that sits at the bottom of the league in nearly every major statistical category.

Fisher changed quarterbacks again Sunday, making backup Case Keenum the starter this week against Detroit at home. Keenum was cleared from a concussion in time to serve as the backup against the Cardinals, but Fisher didn't want to use him because of a lack of practice snaps.

Nick Foles has been a bust with just seven touchdown passes to go with 10 interceptions, including four the last two weeks when he returned to the starting job after Keenum was injured.

Of course, there are plenty of other questions that still need answers, too. As ESPN.com's Nick Wagoner suggested, something like, "Why would a coach whose team has done nothing but regress in each of his four seasons get a fifth?"

Fisher has said all season that the Rams will "fix it" when asked what's wrong with his team. They haven't.

At 4-8, the Rams have now guaranteed themselves a 12th consecutive season without a winning record, lost five in a row and made their incredibly slim playoff chances even slimmer. For Fisher, it's four successive non-winning years as coach of the Rams and his sixth straight overall.

Sunday's loss also means that as Fisher completes his 20th full season as a head coach, he's guaranteed a 14th year without a record above .500. For frame of reference, the last coach to go four straight years without a winning record and get a fifth year was Fisher with the Titans from 1995-1998.

Of coaches with a losing record (meaning no seasons even at .500) in their first four seasons, Cincinnati's David Shula was the last to get a fifth year in the early-mid-1990s.

According to Elias Sports Bureau, there have been three coaches who had at least five straight full losing seasons with one team: Philadelphia's Bert Bell (1936-41), Dallas' Tom Landry (1960-64) and Washington's Bill McPeak (1961-65). Fisher also drew within one loss of Dolphins coachDon Shula for the third most losses by a head coach in NFL history at 155. Fisher has been a head coach for a little more than 20 ½ seasons. Shula coached 33 years.

"We've got great coaches that we trust in," punter Johnny Hekker said. "We're just going to continue to work and something will change. I can't really tell you what that is and I'm not a magician, but we're going to get things right."

As Wagoner summed up: "A magician? That might be the best answer yet. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Also according to Wagoner, there's not much in the way of fantasy value to be found for the Rams right now as Todd Gurley was mostly bottled up, save for a 34-yard run in the third quarter. The passing game has reached such lows that it's not worth starting anyone aside from Gurley or perhaps Tavon Austin and hoping they reach the end zone.

Fisher said two players in the concussion protocol, cornerback Janoris Jenkins and tight end Lance Kendricks, were both improving.

Replacement kicker Zach Hocker will undergo an MRI for a thigh injury that limited him Sunday. Fisher was optimistic regular kicker Greg Zuerlein would be able to kick in practice when the team returns Wednesday.

And finally. ... Wide receiver Stedman Bailey, who is continuing his recovery from being shot twice in the head on Nov. 24 in Miami, was reinstated from the suspended list Monday. The Rams received a roster exemption for Bailey that expires next Monday (Dec. 14). The Rams are expected to place Bailey on reserve/non-football injury.

Said Fisher, "We'll take care of Sted -- that's our intention. He comes off (the suspended list), he's eligible to play. By no means is he in any kind of condition to play right now."

When asked how Bailey is doing, Fisher said, "He's doing better. Thanks for asking. It puts a smile on my face when I get to think about him and where he's at right now."

Asked about his future beyond this season, Fisher said, "Are you asking is there a potential that he doesn't return to play? Yes, there is that potential. We don't know. It is just going to take some time. However, based on what he's done over the last 10 days, he may surprise everybody." 
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QB: Case Keenum, Nick Foles, Sean Mannion 
RB: Todd Gurley, Tre Mason, Benny Cunningham, Chase Reynolds 
WR: Tavon Austin, Kenny Britt, Wes Welker, Brian Quick, Bradley Marquez 
TE: Jared Cook, Lance Kendricks, Cory Harkey, Justice Cunningham 
PK: Greg Zuerlein 
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SAN DIEGO CHARGERS
As Associated Press sports writer Bernie Wilson noted, it's only getting worse for the San Diego Chargers.

The Chargers (3-9) have gone two straight home games without scoring a touchdown. They have dropped seven of their last nine AFC West games.

Philip Rivers was pummeled in a 17-3 loss to division leader Denver on Sunday, getting sacked four times and hit 11 times. He also served up his fifth interception return for a touchdown this season.

Rookie running back Melvin Gordon was benched again after fumbling twice more, losing one.

Head coach Mike McCoy's biggest beef was with what happened to Rivers, especially late in the game.

Von Miller drove Rivers into the ground, and when the two got up yapping at each other, the outside linebacker grabbed the quarterback by the collar.

None of Rivers' teammates came to his rescue.

"I'm disappointed with the way we protected him the entire game, not just that one play. That's all been addressed. We had way too many hits on him," McCoy said Monday.

"We did a poor job in the game protecting Philip, the whole entire game, from the very first series on."

Center Trevor Robinson and right guard Kenny Wiggins said they didn't see the Miller-Rivers dustup but added that they need to protect the QB better.

"Obviously he's our franchise and it's on us to protect him and it's on us to do better," Robinson said.

Said Wiggins: "He means the most to this team, more than anybody, probably even coaches. Phil's our guy and we want him upright and healthy."

The Chargers have lost to each of their AFC West rivals and play each of them again, starting Sunday at Kansas City. The Chiefs embarrassed the Chargers 33-3 in San Diego two weeks ago.

How do the Chargers guard against apathy?

"If you don't care you won't be playing," McCoy said. "They all know that. This is the NFL. It'll be not for long if you don't play very hard. There's not only our football team but there's 31 other teams out there watching it, and if you can't show up every Sunday and play your tails off, you're in the wrong business because you'll get embarrassed and you'll get exposed and other teams will see it and not many guys are going to want that."

McCoy said he can tell if players care.

"You just turn on the film. That's easy. How do you show up every day to practice? You feeling sorry for yourself? We created this mess," he said. "We were the ones, coaches, players. Our record's what it is. We've done this."

Also Monday, the team didn't shed any more light on why it tried to keep secret a three-year contract extension through 2019 given to general manager Tom Telesco during the summer. Some outsiders wonder if the team tried to keep it secret so it wouldn't raise questions about McCoy, who hasn't gotten an extension. He's under contract through 2016.

Asked if he thinks the front office and ownership are happy with the job he's done, McCoy said: "I know exactly where they stand with me. We talk every week after every game we talk all offseason long. I've known all along that Tom's had this. They're not hiding anything from me. I've known from the very first day they did it. I'm happy for Tom."

Neither Telesco nor John Spanos, the president of football operations and grandson of owner Alex Spanos, returned emails asking if they had confidence in McCoy.

John Spanos' father, Dean Spanos, the team's chairman, wants to move the Chargers to an industrial suburb of Los Angeles.

McCoy is 22-24 in three seasons, including a playoff win and loss after the 2013 season.

Meanwhile, the Chargers got good news on receiver Dontrelle Inman, who was injured in a scary hit after making a catch. Inman has a strained neck and is listed as day to day.

Inman said he remained conscious after the hit. He was immobilized on a back board and taken off the field on a cart.

"I feel good," he said. "Ready to work, ready to get back out there. I'll be out there. I'm blessed that I'm walking around, laughing and joking. ..."

Inman's injury was one of several suffered during the game. Cornerback Brandon Flowers also left on a cart after hurting his knee and wide receiver Stevie Johnson departed with a groin injury that left the team with two healthy wideouts -- Malcom Floyd and Javontee Herndon -- in the second half.

Given that, the team is signing their 2011 third-round pick Vincent Brown to the active roster after a Tuesday workout. Former Rams wideout Austin Pettis also tried out for the team.

Brown had 19 catches for 329 yards and three touchdowns in 14 games as a rookie, but missed the entire 2012 season with a broken ankle. He returned with 41 catches for 472 yards and a touchdown the next year before being waived in 2014. He played briefly with the Raiders later that year and spent this offseason trying to make the Colts.

Wideout Tyrell Williams was a healthy scratch and could also see time as the season winds down.

I'll be following up on Johnson and Inman, neither of whom was practicing Wednesday, via Late-Breaking Update in coming days.

One last note here. ... As the Sports Xchange suggests, Gordon may go on to a Hall of Fame career and look back at his rookie year as an aberration. Again, the run-blocking was in short supply but that doesn't excuse Gordon being loose with the ball.

Gordon rushed for 55 yards on 12 carries before being pointed toward the bench. The Chargers were once again held below 100 yards rushing. 
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QB: Philip Rivers, Kellen Clemens 
RB: Melvin Gordon, Danny Woodhead, Donald Brown 
WR: Malcom Floyd, Stevie Johnson, Dontrelle Inman, Javontee Herndon, Vincent Brown 
TE: Antonio Gates, Ladarius Green, John Phillips, David Johnson 
PK: Josh Lambo 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS
According to the Associated Press, Jim Tomsula took notice during Blaine Gabbert's days as a backup quarterback for San Francisco how he arrived to work each morning at 6 a.m., cup of coffee in hand, ready to study film.

"Like he's going to start," Tomsula recalled Monday. "This is all of last year you see the guy constantly doing those things. And then you say he's 25 years old. Sometimes being able to look at it from a different vantage point can do a world of good for you."

Now that Gabbert is under center as the Niners' No. 1, all of those extra hours of preparation seem to be paying off -- enough so that he should be in the conversation for the franchise's future plans, such as competing for the starting job in 2016.

Gabbert is certainly showing he could be the right fit going forward for San Francisco, and vice versa.

He ran 44 yards for the tying touchdown late in regulation, then completed a 71-yard pass to Torrey Smith for the game-winner in overtime to beat the Chicago Bears 26-20 on Sunday at Soldier Field.

"It was crazy. The emotional highs and the emotional lows throughout any NFL football game are wild," Gabbert said. "Especially in a game like that, a close one back and forth, coming down to the wire there at the end of regulation."

The same could be said for the former first-round draft pick's up-and-down career. Jacksonville selected Gabbert 10th overall in the 2011 draft, but until he led the 49ers to a victory against Atlanta on Nov. 8, he hadn't started an NFL game since Week 5 of the 2013 season with the Jaguars.

Now, he has thrown for 963 yards and five touchdowns in four starts for the 49ers (4-8) with three interceptions.

Who knew Gabbert could run like he did down the stretch?

"He's taking what the defense gives him and not trying to force anything," running back Shaun Draughn said Monday. "He's a smart guy and definitely knows, from a study standpoint, the tendencies of a defense.

That big-play ability is helping the 49ers forget about the demoted and injured Colin Kaepernick's remarkable, almost unprecedented, freefall from among the NFL's elite quarterbacks.

Kaepernick had largely been considered the heir apparent to Hall of Famers Joe Montana and Steve Young when former coach Jim Harbaugh promoted him in November 2012 over Alex Smith and Kaepernick immediately led the team to a Super Bowl.

He is now recovering from surgery on his non-throwing left shoulder and his time with the organization could be over.

In a turbulent year for more than just Kaepernick, the 49ers finally earned a hard-fought road win at Chicago after beginning 0-5 away from Levi's Stadium. Gabbert's leadership played a key role in the result.

"You really saw the peaks and valleys of NFL football right there," he said. "Our guys did a tremendous job on both sides of the football, fighting through the adversity, playing clutch football and coming out with a victory."

Gabbert has grabbed his opportunity to say the least, a much-needed second chance he hopes lasts well beyond this season.

"Blaine can play," said Smith, who, before his walk-off catch, had one reception for 5 yards. "I've been saying that since Day 1. I don't think people believe in his athleticism [but] he can run, too.

"Folks were probably shocked. I'm happy for him ... we always feel like no matter what the score is, whether we're up or down, we're able to make the play with him back there."

Looking forward, Kaepernick, who is on injured reserve and rehabbing from surgery to repair a torn labrum in his left (non-throwing) shoulder, is due $11.9 million from the 49ers if he is on the roster April 1. He has a salary cap number of more than $16.76 million for 2016, per ESPN Stats & Info. Gabbert, meanwhile, has a cap number of $2.25 million for next year.

It was Gabbert's fourth start with the 49ers and he is 2-2. Unlike Kaepernick, who was 2-6 as the starter this season, Gabbert looks comfortable in the pocket and is playing within himself, not forcing passes. And, like Tomsula advised, having fun.

Especially on his game-winning heave.

"It was set up by all the throws we had underneath early on in the game," Gabbert said, "all the runs we ran out of that formation. It worked perfectly. Torrey did a great job tracking the ball in the air and using his speed to outrun everybody.

"They took the bait and he did a great, great job selling the deep cross and hitting the back pylon. I just tried to cut it early with as much air as possible and let him find it when the ball was in the air. It worked out beautifully."

Tomsula's advice, and Gabbert's throw. ...

Up next, the Niners travel to Cleveland to take on the Browns in what was supposed to be an elimination game for the No. 1 overall pick in next spring's draft. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Draughn recorded his first touchdown with the 49ers on a one-yard run in the second quarter of Sunday's win at Chicago. The touchdown was the third of his career and first since scoring for the Kansas City Chiefs on Nov. 1, 2012.

And what about Carlos Hyde, the man Draughn has replaced.

"Honestly, I don't know if Carlos will play this year or not." Tomsula said this week, acknowledging for the first time that his star back might be done for the season because of a stress fracture in his foot. ...

Anquan Boldin went over 13,000 career receiving yards on Sunday when he caught five passes for 37 yards in the 49ers' win at Chicago. Boldin increased his career total to 13,001, becoming the 18th player in NFL history to reach the milestone.

Bruce Ellington recorded a career-best, 40-yard kickoff return in Sunday's win at Chicago. He averaged 24.5 yards on four returns.

Vance McDonald suffered a concussion during the 49ers' win Sunday over the Chicago Bears. McDonald has entered the NFL's protocol for concussions and is questionable for the club's next game at Cleveland. Garrett Celek was inactive for Sunday's game at Chicago because of a sprained ankle. He was placed on season-ending injured reserve on Tuesday.

Rookie Blake Bell is currently the only healthy tight end on the roster. The Niners do, however, have a pair of tight ends on their practice squad in Jamie Childers and Brian Leonhardt.

Phil Dawson missed his first point-after since 2013 when the Bears blocked his attempt following the 49ers' first-quarter score. 
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QB: Blaine Gabbert, Dylan Thompson 
RB: Shaun Draughn, Kendall Gaskins, Travaris Cadet, Carlos Hyde, Mike Davis 
FB: Bruce Miller 
WR: Anquan Boldin, Torrey Smith, Quinton Patton, Bruce Ellington, Jerome Simpson, DeAndrew White 
TE: Blake Bell, Vance McDonald 
PK: Phil Dawson 
=========================

=========================
SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
After Russell Wilson turned in yet another virtually spotless performance in leading the Seahawks to a shockingly easy 38-7 victory here against the Vikings on Sunday, teammate Richard Sherman said he's never seen the Seattle quarterback play better.

"I mean, this streak of games that he's having is unbelievable," Sherman told Seattle Times staffer Bob Condotta. "I think if he continues on this path he's got to be getting MVP consideration, because that's the way he's playing. That's the level he's playing at."

According to ESPN.com's Sheil Kapadia, it's no longer up for debate. He's playing the best football of his career. During the Seahawks' current three-game winning streak, Wilson has completed 66 of 86 attempts (76.7 percent) for 879 yards (10.2 yards per attempt), 12 touchdowns (one rushing) and no interceptions.

He's escaping pressure when he needs to. He's delivering on time from the pocket with great accuracy. And he's using his legs to demoralize opposing defenses.

And he's taking full advantage of the weapons at his disposal.

"In fact," Jacson Bevens of FieldGulls.com wrote, "over the last six games, Wilson's efficiency when targeting his mini radio-controlled wide receiver (Tyler Lockett) is not mortal."

It's true. Since October 22nd, Lockett has been targeted 25 times. Those 25 chances have been converted into 23 catches for 298 yards and 3 TDs. You read that correctly- since Week 6, Lockett has caught 92 percent of his targets for 11.9 yards per catch and a near-perfect rating of 155.9.

They are the single most efficient QB-to-WR combo in the league over their last six games.

Bevens went on to concede that for too long, he has referred to Doug Baldwin as the best of a bad situation at wide receiver. He has been a valuable possession receiver but has never forced himself upon the psyche of a defense. No. 1 WRs command attention, respect, and the focal point of an opposing defense and his production has been fairly spotty.

He's starting to assert himself in that manner, however.

In the last month alone, Baldwin has caught 24 of 31 targets (77.4 percent) for 433 yards (18 yards per catch), and six TDs. On the season, Baldwin has caught an incredible 88 percent of the balls thrown his way.

Keep in mind that the Vikings entered Sunday with the second-ranked scoring defense in the NFL, allowing 17.64 points per game. And the Seahawks were without Marshawn Lynch and Jimmy Graham. Still, Seattle put together four scoring drives of 75 yards or more. At one point, they scored touchdowns on four consecutive possessions.

The defense did its part as well in the team's most complete victory of the season. Adrian Peterson ran eight times for 18 yards. Minnesota's first seven possessions consisted of six punts and an interception. The Vikings' lone touchdown came on a kickoff return.

Suddenly, the Seahawks look like one of the hottest teams in the NFC. They've won five of six and have upcoming games against the Baltimore Ravens, Cleveland Browns and St. Louis Rams. What looked like a season that was in danger of going off-track a few weeks ago now appears to be one of promise.

Other notes of interest. ... Baldwin is on pace for 1,037 yards and 11 touchdowns this season. He would become just the fifth receiver in franchise history to post a season with at least 1,000 yards and 10 touchdowns.

Joey Galloway (1997, 1998) and Steve Largent (1983, 1984) are the only players to accomplish the feat in a Seattle uniform. He'd be the first receiver with 1,000 yards since Bobby Engram's 1,147 in 2007. ...

Lynch has left Philadelphia after starting rehab from surgery to repair an abdominal injury, but he's not back at the team facility and it sounds like it will be a little while before the team has an idea about when he might be able to return to action.

Head coach Pete Carroll didn't say where Lynch is currently rehabbing, but said that he's heard positive things about the running back's progress.

That progress hasn't gotten to the point that the team's ready to talk about a return date.

"The report's that he's doing really well," Carroll said, via ESPN.com. "He's left Philadelphia now, so we'll see how it goes the next few weeks, see how he comes around. It's so much to ask him to jump back after three weeks. I don't even know how we could think that way. This is Week 3 [since the surgery] starting up, so we'll see how it goes."

Thomas Rawls continues to do a tremendous job filling in for Lynch. He carried 19 times for 101 yards (5.3 yards per catch) and a touchdown.

Rawls also looked good as a receiver, catching three balls for 22 yards.

Paul Richardson (hamstring) was placed on injured reserve on Saturday. He missed the first nine games on the physically unable to perform list while recovering from a torn ACL from last January. He appeared in one game and caught one pass for 40 yards, but was injured on the play.

His hamstring was not recovering sufficiently enough and the team ended his season on Saturday. "There was uncertainly in the recovery (time)," Carroll said.

The Seahawks released tight end Chase Coffman on Tuesday. The team has been using fullback Will Tukuafa as a third tight end on occasion but they also added veteran Anthony McCoy at the position on Wednesday.

And finally. ... Last Sunday, Graham suffered a torn patellar tendon. On Wednesday, Graham had surgery to repair it.

"[E]verything, as the doctors would report, it went really well," Carroll told reporters on Friday. "He was uncomfortable, I know, the next couple of days. He was fighting through it to get back, started getting back. Looking forward to his return and his spirits are looking ahead and all that. It was a difficult surgery for him."

It won't be an easy process for Graham, who according to Carroll is recovering for now in Florida. While every NFL surgery is declared to be a success and each NFL player is described as being ahead of schedule, the truth is that complications can arise due to the surgery and/or the rehabilitation.

With the 2016 offseason program starting in fewer than five months and training camp opening in eight months, Graham's ability to adequately prepare for his second season in Seattle could be impacted significantly. 
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QB: Russell Wilson, Tarvaris Jackson 
RB: Thomas Rawls, Fred Jackson, DuJuan Harris, Marshawn Lynch 
FB: Will Tukuafa, Derrick Coleman 
WR: Doug Baldwin, Jermaine Kearse, Tyler Lockett, Kevin Smith, B.J. Daniels 
TE: Luke Willson, Cooper Helfet, Anthony McCoy 
PK: Steven Hauschka 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
According to ESPN.com's Rick Brown, Jameis Winston walked into the huddle and saw a tired offense. But Winston needed the team to perform for one more play in Sunday's game against the Falcons.

Trailing 19-16 with 1:47 left, the Bucs were facing a third-and-4 from the Falcons' 6-yard line. Sensing that the team's mood needed lifting, Winston asked the huddle one simple question: "Who wants a touchdown?"

Receiver Mike Evans raised his hand like he was in class and said he wanted it. Winston looked at him and said, "All right." Winston took the snap, looked left, started rolling out right, then fired a strike to a sliding Evans for the decisive touchdown in Tampa Bay's 23-19 victory.

"I raised my hand first and it's crazy we spoke it into existence," Evans said. "Jameis is always doing crazy, fun stuff in the huddle, so it worked out."

Brown went on to note that each week, Winston seems to do something to live up to his status as the No. 1 overall draft pick. On Sunday, he threw for 227 yards, ran for a touchdown and picked up 20 yards on a third-and-19 scramble during the game-winning drive. There is no doubt he is the right guy to lead this team on its push for the playoffs.

"Every game to me is the most important game," Winston said. "We go out there and fight. We are battling to get into the playoffs right now, so we are just going to keep battling."

Tampa Bay improved to 6-6 and remained in the hunt for an improbable NFC playoff berth. Tampa Bay believes it has to win the remaining four games to have a shot, but Winston is giving this team a chance. More importantly, he's giving the Bucs the belief it can happen.

While at Florida State, Winston was known for his competitive nature. On Sunday, the NFL caught a glimpse of it. On the third-and-19 from Atlanta's 43-yard line, Tampa Bay needed at least 10 yards to give kicker Connor Barth a chance to tie the score. Winston dropped back and was flushed out of the pocket. Instead of forcing it downfield, he took off and encountered two Atlanta players at the 33. Winston collided with linebacker Justin Durant and, instead of going down, he wheeled off, cut back inside and dove for the first down.

"That play was amazing," running back Doug Martin said. "I thought he was down, but that type of effort is contagious and that's the type of effort that we need on this team. That was an awesome play."

It was the kind of effort Bucs guard Logan Mankins has seen before.

"Definitely. That's all that matters to Tom [Brady] is winning, and that's what we get from Jameis," Mankins, formerly of the New England Patriots, said when asked if he sees the same kind of will in Winston that Brady has.

"He just wants to win whether it's handing it off or him scrambling or him throwing a touchdown pass to win. Whatever it takes to win, he's going to do it."

Winston was asked, suppose Mankins had said he wanted to score the final touchdown?

"I would've found a way to get him the ball," Winston replied.

And no one doubts him.

Also. ... The Bucs are still alive in the playoff race.

Although Tampa Bay (6-6) and Atlanta (6-6) are tied in the standings, the Bucs have the tiebreaker and are in second place in the NFC South, jumping one place to seventh place in the NFC. There is still a ways to go, however. Tampa Bay needs to win the rest of its games -- and then still would need help. It helps that only one team with a winning record remains on the Bucs' schedule -- Carolina, the last game of the season.

Other notes of interest. ... Tight end Austin Seferian-Jenkins returned after missing nine games and had a good day -- but it could have been a great day. He had three catches for 31 yards but missed a chance for a touchdown when he couldn't hold on to a pass in the third quarter.

Martin, with 1,133 yards, is 49 behind the Minnesota Vikings' Adrian Peterson for the NFL rushing lead. 
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QB: Jameis Winston, Mike Glennon, Ryan Griffin 
RB: Doug Martin, Charles Sims, Bobby Rainey 
FB: Jorvorskie Lane 
WR: Mike Evans, Vincent Jackson, Donteea Dye, Adam Humphries, Russell Shepard 
TE: Austin Seferian-Jenkins, Brandon Myers, Cameron Brate, Luke Stocker 
PK: Connor Barth 
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TENNESSEE TITANS
As ESPN.com's Paul Kuharsky noted, while they worked to be patient with him, the Titans certainly had cause for frustration with Dorial Green-Beckham during his rookie season.

He didn't play the season before the Titans spent a second-round pick on him, and that year away from games was cited as a big reason for rust and imprecision.

Too often, he wasn't in the right spot. Additionally the play calling didn't seem to maximize his chances to do the one thing it would seem he could do as he gained experience: go up and get passes.

Sunday, in the Titans 42-39 win over the Jaguars, he had a terrible play after two catches, allowing a very catchable ball from Marcus Mariota to go through his hands and turn into a Davon House interception.

It's the sort of moment that could completely kill his confidence and make him a veritable non-factor the rest of the way.

Mike Mularkey immediately found Green-Beckham on the sideline.

"After that drop -- it wasn't just a drop, it was a drop for an interception -- you can lose a lot of confidence in yourself," Mularkey said. "We had a talk almost immediately after the play that we need him the rest of the game. That play is obviously over, in the books, and at some point in the game, he is going to have to make a difference in this game for us to win."

DGB rebounded and collected three more catches for 84 yards, including a big touchdown. He finished with five catches for 119 yards and a score.

"That monster finally came out of him and everybody got to see it," veteran receiver Kendall Wright said.

On the first play of the fourth quarter, a second-and-18 from the Jaguars' 47-yard line, Mariota hit Green-Beckham at about the 23-yard line.

He caught the pass in a jumping stride facing Mariota, but as he came down, he quickly looked to his right, lowered his right shoulder and banged into safety Sergio Brown. DGB gained his balance, turned and outraced cornerbacks Dwayne Gratz, Davon House and safety Johnathan Cyprien to the end zone.

That score built the Titans lead to 28-19. Later, with the Titans behind, Mariota scrambled for an 87-yard touchdown that put Tennessee ahead for good.

Green-Beckham made a key block on safety Josh Evans to help spring the quarterback.

"We know what kind of speed Marcus has," Green-Beckham said. "He counted on us to make those blocks and we came out there and executed."

It was the sort of game the Titans have been waiting for from Green-Beckham. It didn't come while Wright missed three games with a sprained knee. One of those games, the Nov. 19 game at Jacksonville, the Titans were without Wright and had lost Justin Hunter for the season and DGB had only three catches for 40 yards.

The second time around, he did some damage and immediately had good perspective on what it meant.

"Next week, I've got to do the same thing," Green-Beckham said. "I've got to keep moving forward and stay consistent."

In the end, a spectacular 87-yard touchdown scamper Mariota and the breakout performance by Green-Beckham led an excellent offensive effort. The Titans earned a season series split with the Jaguars for a seventh consecutive year.

The victory put the Titans at 3-9, a game ahead of 2014's win total.

Tennessee had struggled in the fourth quarter this season. While the Titans weren't able to run away from the Jaguars, they went into the fourth quarter trailing 21-19 and did a lot of good things en route to the streak-ender.

Better still, Mariota ended a home game in the victory formation for the first time. ...

Up next, the Titans travel to MetLife Stadium for a matchup against the New York Jets.

Other notes of interest. ... Mariota's scoring run was the third-longest by an NFL quarterback since 1960. Terrelle Pryor went 93 yards in 2013 for the Raiders. Colin Kaepernick went 90 for San Francisco in 2014.

"I got to the 50 and was like, ‘I don't know if I'm going to make it. I was kind of looking around and felt that there was a lot of space."

Green-Beckham and Wright threw the key blocks on the play.

"I don't know if they would have caught him," Wright said. "Marcus is fast. He was running fast. I saw when he was getting close, my main thing was just going and trying to get him so Marcus could get in the end zone."

Mariota finished with nine carries for 112 yards and became the Titans' first 100-yard rusher since Chris Johnson on Dec. 29, 2013, against Houston.

Mariota also completed 20 of 29 passes for 268 yards, three touchdowns and an interception that was Green-Beckham's fault.

For the season, Mariota is now at a 63.4 completion percentage with 19 touchdown passes, nine interceptions, a 95.0 passer rating and 31 carries for 249 yards with two more scores.

Receiver Harry Douglas was doing some serious limping around in the third quarter and gave up at least a snap to rookie Tre McBride but appeared to get back to something close to normal. Wright has a rib injury from Sunday, Mularkey said on his radio show Tuesday. Wright was not practicing Wednesday.

Dexter McCluster (knee) missed his second straight game on Sunday with a sprained MCL. He did some running on Monday and was on the practice field Wednesday; it appears he has a chance to play this week.

I'll follow up on Wright, Douglas and McCluster via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. 
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QB: Marcus Mariota, Zach Mettenberger 
RB: Antonio Andrews, David Cobb, Dexter McCluster, Bishop Sankey 
FB: Jalston Fowler 
WR: Kendall Wright, Harry Douglas, Dorial Green-Beckham, Tre McBride, Andrew Turzilli 
TE: Delanie Walker, Craig Stevens, Anthony Fasano, Phillip Supernaw 
PK: Ryan Succop 
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WASHINGTON REDSKINS
Wide receiver DeSean Jackson took responsibility for the fumble he committed with just over a minute to play in Monday night's 19-16 loss to Dallas at FedEx Field in Landover.

Trying to make a big play, Jackson reversed course after fielding a Dallas punt and as he made his way back up the field after circling back toward his own end zone, he was tackled and fumbled the football. The Cowboys recovered at Washington's 15-yard line and would score a touchdown to take a 16-9 lead.

"Rivalry game. Trying to do any and everything to pull out a victory and we just fell on the short end of the stick this time. Very frustrating," Jackson said after the game. "A lot rode on this game and we knew what we had at stake. Personally, very frustrated. I'm going to take that one on my chin and I'm a veteran in this league and I know I need to protect the ball and it just got away from me.

"It's the nature of the game. I feel like I'm a big threat in this league and I've been proving that for years to come. Just one of them things where just trying to make a play for my team, so once again, like I said, I've got to take it on the chin, a fumble."

In a way, Jackson would redeem himself by catching a 28-yard touchdown pass from Redskins quarterback Kirk Cousins to tie the game, 16-16. Dallas would kick a game-winning field goal on the ensuing drive to seal the 19-16 win for the Cowboys.

"I know better than that," Jackson said. "Protect the ball in any circumstance and get down, but I kind of felt I was close to being down, but they ruled it how they ruled it. But, once again, that's on me. I've got to protect the ball better than that."

But Jackson's desire to make big plays is understandable. The Redskins aren't getting any from the rushing attack.

Indeed, as CSNMidAtlantic.com's Rich Tandler notes, looking at seven of their last eight games (discounting one good game against the awful Saints defense) they have rushed the ball 150 times for 364 yards. That's an average of 2.4 yards per carry. That's over a yard and a half lower than the NFL average of 4.1 yards per carry.

In those seven games the Redskins have averaged 2.1, 2.0, 2.6, 2.6, 2.5, 1.2, 2.8, and 2.8 yards per carry. The Redskins went from the 2010 season through last year with only eight total games averaging less than three yards per carry. Those games constitute streaks of four and three games with an average of under three yards per carry. They have had a two-game stretch of less than three yards per carry once since 2000, in 2007.

Even stepping back and looking at the whole season, their average of 3.68 yards per carry would be their worst since 1994.

The math is simple. Cousins is averaging 6.5 yards every time he drops back to pass, taking into account yards lost to sacks. Interceptions are no longer a serious issue for him. In the last six games he has just two interceptions, one of which bounced off of the hands of the intended receiver against the Patriots. After a rough start his interception percentage is 2.4, which is the league average.

Sure, he has his flaws. But he is nowhere near as flawed as the running game, where Matt Jones and Alfred Morris are both spinning their wheels and the offensive line has struggled to consistently create space.

It would be great if the Redskins were hitting their stride in the running game going into December and able to handle whatever bad weather may come their way by moving the ball over land and not through the air.

"But," Tandler wrote, "the reality is that they're not running the ball. The Redskins are passing at a reasonably good level of efficiency. They have a chance to win the putrid NFC East and get a playoff game at home. Should they stick with running the ball 20-30 times a game and continue to bang their collective heads against the wall?

"Or, in other words, engage in the definition of insanity?

"Or should their take their chances with Cousins and Jordan Reed, DeSean Jackson and Matt Jones (as a receiver, not as a runner), Jamison Crowder, and Pierre Garcon?"

It appears that Jay Gruden has come to that point.

"We have to look at what we're doing. ... It hasn't been pretty for. ... Seven out of the last eight," said Gruden.

"I think we're probably going to have to err on the side of throwing the ball," said Gruden. "If that means throwing quickly, throwing screens on the running downs, try to get in positive down and distances, to throw it on first down, second and five, and maybe try to get in some pass situations, maybe throw some draws in there.

"We have to look at what we're doing."

As Tandler suggested, that would not only that give the Redskins a better chance to win these remaining four games it also would help the team decide Cousins' worth in a contract that must be negotiated this offseason. Can he put a team on his back in December and carry it to the playoffs? Can the team win multiple road games with Cousins behind center.

There's one way to find out: Let Cousins air it out. There will be plenty of time to work on the running game when OTAs get underway in the spring. ...

In a related note. ... ESPN.com's John Keim notes that Morris played just seven snaps and carried six times for 12 yards. Gruden did not mention him when discussing injuries after the game, but he has been dealing with sore ribs.

We haven't seen Jones do well enough to suggest he's the answer going forward, but Morris hasn't proven that this season, either. And his is the contract that expires after 2015. His qualities are desirable: hard-working, humble. The results just haven't been there.

Coming this week, the Redskins travel to Chicago. The Bears are coming off a loss at home to San Francisco. Chicago is 1-5 at home; Washington is 0-5 on the road. 
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QB: Kirk Cousins, Colt McCoy, Robert Griffin III 
RB: Alfred Morris, Matt Jones, Chris Thompson 
RB: Darrel Young 
WR: DeSean Jackson, Pierre Garcon, Jamison Crowder, Ryan Grant, Andre Roberts, Rashad Ross 
TE: Jordan Reed, Derek Carrier, Je'Ron Hamm 
PK: Dustin Hopkins 
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