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ARIZONA CARDINALS
Head coach Bruce Arians downplays the magnitude of his halftime "talk" to his players in Cleveland.

"It wasn't even close to when I was young," he said.

According to ESPN.com's Josh Weinfuss, his players disagree.

Tyrann Mathieu called it a "mouthful." Frostee Rucker said it was a "frank conversation."

"He said, ‘You're either pretenders or your contenders. It's up to you to pretty much show who you are in the second half,'" wide receiver Larry Fitzgerald said. "When your coach challenges you like that in the second half after a horrible half like we played in the first, we have to come out and respond."

"He hits you right in the face with it," Carson Palmer said of Arians' halftime words. "It was not a good half of football and he's not going to sugarcoat it. We knew we were in for one when we got in there at halftime.

"That's what makes him a great coach. There's not a lot of coaches that have the guts to do that and he could care less. He comes in and tells you like it is. If you're playing good, you might hear ‘good job.' If you're not playing good, you're gonna know all about it. We heard about that at halftime."

Whatever he said, it worked.

In the second half, Arians said on Monday, the team "played as good as we've played all season."

After falling trailing 20-10 at the half on Sunday, the Cardinals outscored the Browns 24-0 in the final two quarters for a 34-20 victory.

Now Arizona (6-2) has a 1½-game lead over second-place St. Louis and two over Seattle in the NFC West heading into the Cardinals' bye this week. After that, the schedule gets rugged, beginning at Seattle on Nov. 15, followed by a home game against Cincinnati on Nov. 22.

Arians gave the players Monday off.

"This week, I want them to rest," he said, "get a lot of treatment and get ready for an eight-game stretch that's going to be very, very physical and very, very difficult."

The veterans won't practice much, if at all, this week.

"We'll practice our young guys these two days," Arians said, "and rest most of the guys, especially the offensive, who played 75 snaps."

After Wednesday's practice, the Cardinals will be off until next Tuesday.

As Associated Press sports writer Bob Baum notes, Arizona enters the bye week ranked third in the NFL offensively (417.4 yards per game) and fourth defensively (312.8 yards per game). The Cardinals lead the league in points (263) and touchdowns (32).

Their 32 touchdowns equal their total for all of last season.

Palmer completed 23 of 38 passes for 374 yards and four touchdowns with one interception against the Browns. His 20 TD passes for the season are tied with Tom Brady for most in the NFL.

The Cardinals amassed a season-best 491 yards in Cleveland, yet Arians said it could have been better.

"It could have been really special," he said. "It could have set some records, I think, if we had hit all those bombs."

He was referring to a pair of long passes that, in the tricky Cleveland wind, had been just beyond the fingertips of open receivers Michael Floyd and Fitzgerald.

"Those throws were just not good enough," Palmer said after the game. "We had a tough time gauging the wind. The wind was about 20 miles per hour. With both of them, you could see the wind just took them. We adjusted in the second half. It's such a difficult stadium to gauge. It comes up our sideline and wraps around. We just tried to take the wind out of it."

In the second half, Palmer connected with Floyd deep for a 60-yard touchdown.

Floyd knew he could get a step on Browns cornerback Joe Haden. Floyd had noticed Haden was leaving the outside open off the line of scrimmage, so he passed on the information to both his coach and his quarterback.

"I told Carson and I told [Arians], ‘he's letting me get open,'" Floyd said.

Arians joked after the game that he had heard it from Floyd before. This time, however, Floyd was right.

"He came through for the first time in three years when he told me he was open," Arians said. "I believed him this time."

For the second time this season, Arizona had a 300-yard passer, 100-yard receiver (Floyd, four catches, 104 yards) and 100-yard rusher (Chris Johnson, 30 carries, 109 yards).

The Cardinals won despite committing four turnovers, something that Arians estimated has "less than 20 percent" chance of happening.

Arians kept giving Johnson the ball, despite two lost fumbles. Johnson has never fumbled the ball away more than three times in a season. His two Sunday were his first of the year.

"That's the best-called game since junior, Pop Warner pee-wee football when I was playing for the Mission Viejo Cowboys and you're only getting cover," Palmer said. "[Arians] was on fire. That was hands down the best-called game I've been around at any level, any year and I've been playing football since I was 7 I think.

"He just kept having the right call against the right coverage. We kept giving them (Browns) opportunities. Had we not done that, who knows what those statistics would have been?"

But what they did was pretty impressive.

Indeed, the Cardinals' third-down conversion rate of 81 percent (13 of 16) was the highest in the NFL since Buffalo's 82 percent (14 of 17) against Miami in 1988; the 13 third-down conversions were the Cardinals' most since they had 13 against Houston in 1979; on third down, Palmer completed 10 of 11 passes for 140 yards and a touchdown; Arizona rushed for at least 100 yards for the sixth time this season (the Cardinals are 17-2 under Arians when they reach 100 yards rushing).

In addition, Palmer became the first in franchise history to throw for four touchdowns more than once in a season. Palmer's passer rating for the season (110.2) is third in the NFL behind Brady (115.8) and Aaron Rodgers (110.9). Dating to his rookie season in 2008, Johnson's 40 100-yard rushing games are most in the NFL.

Arizona leads the NFL with 14 interceptions. Rashad Johnson is tied for second with four. ...

Meanwhile, as NFL.com's Chris Wesseling notes, when the Cardinals listed John Brown as "questionable" with a hamstring injury, the team's official website ran a Friday headline that read: "Brown Status Again Wait-And-See"

Although Brown was active in an emergency capacity Sunday, he didn't play a snap in Cleveland.

Arians explained Sunday night that Brown was "probably in the 85-to-90 percent range."

"At times when we were down, I thought he was going to call me," Brown said, via the team's official website. "I was prepared. I was riding that bike because I thought he was going to give me that call."

With a bye week to rest, Brown should be ready come Week 10.

Worth noting, when asked about upset fantasy owners on Monday, the notoriously blunt Arians responded, via the Arizona Republic: "Tough sh--."

In a related note, Arians told ESPN's Britt McHenry on Wednesday that Floyd is "probably going to take back" the starting job from Brown opposite Fitzgerald.

"[Floyd] got hurt," Arians said. "[Brown] took his job and now he's probably going to take it back."

We'll see about that. I'll suggest this isn't a big deal for a team that uses three-wide sets on a regular basis. ...

Also of interest. ... General manager Steve Keim last week initiated a conversation with Joel Segal, the agent for Chris Johnson, about a contract extension.

Johnson has gained at least 100 yards in four games. He's working under a one-year deal for the minimum salary of $780,000. He can earn another $1.1 million in incentives. The talks are preliminary, so a deal is not imminent

Tight end Darren Fells (shoulder) to be able to practice next Tuesday. 
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The Cardinals are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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ATLANTA FALCONS
Failing to protect the ball is starting to affect the Falcons' confidence. It's already affecting our fantasy totals.

As the Associated Press noted, the Falcons have allowed 12 turnovers in the last four games -- a bad stretch under any circumstances -- but Sunday's overtime loss to Tampa Bay was the costliest yet under first-year coach Dan Quinn.

The Buccaneers scored 20 points off four giveaways. Atlanta's defense had no takeaways, and team further sealed its fate with 11 penalties.

Quinn has noticed players getting anxious after committing mistakes.

"Every play now seems like the most critical play of the game," he said Monday. "That's really what you try to avoid."

Quinn knows the Falcons (6-2) are fortunate to have only losses over the last four weeks. They return to practice Wednesday to prepare for this week's trip to San Francisco (2-6).

As is often the case with a franchise quarterback, the team has essentially played to Matt Ryan's level the last four weeks. Ryan has thrown five interceptions and lost three of six fumbles since Atlanta's blowout win over Houston in Week 4.

Even so, Ryan led two late winning drives against Washington and Tennessee and on Sunday helped the Falcons move 40 yards in five plays to tie the score in the closing seconds of regulation.

"I had a sense that he played real well," Quinn said. "He had 10 different receivers who caught a ball and the accuracy that was there. Julio [Jones] had (12) catches with (13) targets. That's hard to do. I thought he had a good game."

Ryan completed 37 of 45 passes for 397 yards, two touchdowns and one interception. He finished with a passer rating of 109.

"We dug ourselves too deep of a hole," Ryan said. "I expect nothing less than us to continue to compete for however long we need to play. I don't think that's ever going to change. I think we have the right guys in the right mindset that regardless of the situation, we're going to battle."

As Atlanta Journal-Constitution beat man D. Orlando Ledbetter noted, Ryan was seen on the sidelines irate at times.

"That happens," Ryan told Ledbetter after the game. "Guys are going to get upset, frustrated. That's part of the game. We're all so competitive that we want to do it right every time."

"When it comes to the red zone, your execution has to be very, very precise," Ryan said. "I don't think we've been as precise as we've needed to be."

Wide receiver Roddy White, who had two catches 24 yards, doesn't believe the offense's issues are major.

"When you have those opportunities, you have to cash in," White said. "We didn't do that until toward the end of the game. ... In the second half, we did a whole lot better moving the ball. Putting ourselves in position to win the game. We'll learn from that and hopefully we'll get better. We'll hold onto the ball and not put our defense is bad situations and get some wins. "

Of course, from a fantasy perspective, having an offense needing to dig itself out of a hole isn't always the worst thing. But the point is taken: Ryan needs to pick up the pace.

The team could start with improving in the red zone.

As the Sports Xchange pointed out this week, the knock on coordinator Kyle Shanahan's offense was that it bogs down inside the red zone. After a hot start, the Falcons have been thwarted in the red zone (at least in part due to turnovers).

After the first four games, the Falcons were 10 of 14 scoring (80 percent) touchdowns in the red zone. The Falcons are 7 of 16 (43.7 percent) over the past four games.

In five of his seven years as a coordinator, Shanahan's units finished in the lower half of the league in red-zone percentage with rankings of 26th, 12th, 19th, 29th, fourth, tied for 20th and 24th. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's Vaughn McClure notes, Jones got off to a great start with seven catches for 112 yards in the first half alone then finished regulation with his sixth touchdown reception of the season.

Jones finished the game with 12 catches for 162 yards. This 100-yard game was his fourth 100-yard receiving game of the season.

Jones had one costly mistake when he allowed Buccaneers linebacker Kwon Alexander to strip the ball out of his hands for a turnover. But Jones still looked to be back to his old self after dealing with some nagging injuries. ...

As for Devonta Freeman? Although he fell short of reaching 100 yards, Freeman still managed to gain a tough 88 rushing yards on 21 carries and added six receptions for 43 yards. He was close to his fourth consecutive 100-yard game but finished with 88 yards on 21 carries. ...

Tevin Coleman had three carries for 11 yards. Freeman played 67 of 80 snaps (85 percent) and Coleman played 10 snaps (12 percent). ...

Jacob Tamme had his best game of the season with 10 catches (12 targets) for 103 yards and a 7-yard touchdown. It was Tamme's first score as a member of the Falcons. ...

Rookie wide receiver Justin Hardy looked good in his Falcons debut after being inactive the first seven games. The first two catches of Hardy's career went for first downs, including a third-down conversion. Most of his teammates said he would make an impact at some point this season.

With Leonard Hankerson and Nick Williams out Sunday with hamstring injuries, Hardy was given the opportunity to flash his potential.

I'll be following up on Hankerson and Williams in coming days; watch the Late-Breaking News section for more. ... 
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QB: Matt Ryan, Sean Renfree 
RB: Devonta Freeman, Tevin Coleman, Terron Ward 
FB: Patrick DiMarco 
WR: Julio Jones, Leonard Hankerson, Roddy White, Nick Williams, Justin Hardy, Eric Weems, Devin Hester 
TE: Jacob Tamme, Levine Toilolo, Tony Moeaki 
PK: Matt Bryant 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS
According to Associated Press sports writer David Ginsburg, the Ravens lamented the loss of standout receiver Steve Smith for 24 hours.

On Monday, they moved forward without him.

The Ravens officially placed Smith on season-ending injured reserve.

This after Smith tore his right Achilles tendon Sunday in the third quarter of a 29-26 victory over the San Diego Chargers. The injury not only ended his season, but might also have marked the end of his career.

The 36-year-old Smith said in August that he will retire at this season, his 15th in the NFL. If he changes his mind, he's got an open invitation to return to Baltimore.

"Oh, yeah. Absolutely," head coach John Harbaugh said. "He's a great player. It's really up to him."

Smith's agent recently estimated that it's 50-50 whether the wide receiver follows through with his retirement plans at the end of the season. This is an indication that he was wavering before having his potential final season cut in half.

Running back Justin Forsett, who is Smith's closest friend on the Ravens, said he doesn't know whether Smith will delay retirement for a year.

"I'll definitely be whispering in his ear, hopefully to get him back out there," Forsett said.

According to CBSSports.com's Jason La Canfora, Smith "leaning strongly" to continuing his career.

Smith leads the Ravens (2-6) with 46 catches, 670 yards receiving and three touchdown receptions.

He underwent surgery on Monday in Charlotte, North Carolina.

The Ravens are on a bye this week, but practiced Tuesday and Wednesday.

During that time, the team will attempt to reconfigure the passing game in the wake of Smith's absence.

Receivers Kamar Aiken, Chris Givens and Marlon Brown are certain to get more playing time, and tight ends Crockett Gillmore, Maxx Williams and Nick Boyle will likely be targeted more.

"Even without losing Steve, we felt like the tight ends were going to take on a bigger and bigger role," Harbaugh said. "I think that's going to happen either way."

Breshad Perriman, the team's first-round pick, was expected to provide a boost as a legitimate downfield threat, but he has yet to play a snap this season because of a knee injury. Givens is now the best candidate to fill that role. Harbaugh was encouraged by the way the receivers responded when Smith went down.

"Kamar made a number of plays down the stretch, on the slant route," Harbaugh said. "[Givens] made the back-shoulder play, made a down-field play at some point. I think it may have been before even Steve was out. I thought our guys did a great job. The receivers did a great job."

Givens averaged 19 yards on three catches, including a 39-yarder on a third-and-1.

Plugging in the next man up has become a common practice for the Ravens this season. The process began in the opener, when linebacker Terrell Suggs tore his Achilles tendon, and continued with alarming regularity over the first half.

Smith will be the 12th player on Baltimore's injured reserve, a list that includes Suggs, safety Matt Elam, cornerback Will Davis, receiver Michael Campanaro and running back Lorenzo Taliaferro. In addition, tight end Dennis Pitta is on the physically unable to perform list.

"You move on, That's what you have to do," Harbaugh said. "It never changes. We're never going to use excuses, we're never going to say that we don't have enough firepower or enough ammunition. We're never going to say that because we don't believe it. We always believe that we've got players in the pipeline that can get the job done."

Suggs provided more than just sacks and Smith was more than just a sure-handed receiver. Each was a vocal leader in the locker room.

"Different guys lead all the time," Harbaugh said. "Probably some guys will fill the void a little bit; we'll hear from them or see more from them."

According to Ginsburg, that role could be filled by quarterback Joe Flacco, who rallied the Ravens to victory Sunday after Smith was helped off the field. Flacco connected with nine different receivers during the afternoon and engineered 59-yard drive that produced the game-winning field goal on the final play.

As ESPN.com's Jamison Hensley pointed out, Flacco pushed the ball downfield consistently. He threw for 319 yards and accounted for two touchdowns (one passing and one rushing). It was his fourth 300-yard passing game of the season.

"He made throws when he had to in the clutch at the end. He scrambled and made plays when people weren't open," Harbaugh said. "To me, Joe carried the thing. He made it happen. That's what you hope Joe will do for you, and he did it."

Even more impressive, Flacco did it behind a makeshift line. Tackle Eugene Monroe was sidelined with a shoulder injury and center Jeremy Zuttah left with an injury to his left arm.

Harbaugh is uncertain of the extent of Zuttah's injury. Monroe is expected to be back in action when the Ravens resume play on Nov. 15 at home against Jacksonville.

Other notes of interest. ... Forsett only averaged 4.1 yards per carry against one of the worst run defenses in the NFL. Forsett has been held under 70 yards rushing for three straight games.

As the Sports Xchange notes, Justin Tucker has uncharacteristically missed some key field goals this season. In some instances, it was a simple case of bad luck, such as when he fell into a sinkhole as he attempted a kick in San Francisco.

Tucker, however, showed why he is such a valuable commodity against the Chargers. He made all five of his field goal attempts, including the game-winner as time expired. Tucker leads the league by making 19 of 22 field goal attempts on the season.

Tucker was named AFC Special Teams Player of the Week for his performance. ...

A few final items here. ... Gillmore (arm) left the game against San Diego but the injury was not serious. Prior to the injury, Crockett caught his third touchdown of the season. ...

Tuesday's trade deadline came and went without Baltimore picking up any pass catches from other teams. Instead, Profootballtalk.com reports they kicked tires on a trio of available players at the position.

The league's official transaction report shows that the Ravens worked out Hakeem Nicks, Joe Morgan and Chuck Jacobs. Quarterback Chase Rettig also was on the list, because someone had to throw passes to the three players. 
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The Ravens are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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BUFFALO BILLS
Get ready for Tyrod Taylor time once again in Buffalo.

With an extra week's rest following the Bills bye week, Taylor said he's ready to reclaim his starting job after missing two games with a sprained ligament in his left knee.

"Yeah, I'm 100 percent. Feeling confident in going out there and playing on my knee," Taylor said following practice Monday. "I didn't have anything that limited me today in practice. And it felt good."

Coach Rex Ryan concurred with Taylor's prognosis, by saying: "We expect him 100 percent for this game. That's huge."

Ryan reiterated on Wednesday that Taylor is as healthy as he's been all season and there is no added injury risk to his returning this week.

The Bills (3-4) are in need of any type of a boost in preparing to host Miami (3-4) on Sunday.

As Associated Press sports writer John Wawrow reminded readers, Buffalo is coming off two consecutive losses in which an injury-depleted offense sputtered and unraveled under backup EJ Manuel. That was particularly apparent in Manuel's latest outing, when he committed three turnovers -- two returned for touchdowns -- in a 34-31 loss to Jacksonville on Oct. 25.

Taylor went 3-2 in opening the season before he was hurt rallying the Bills to score two touchdowns in the final 16 1/2 minutes of a 14-13 win at Tennessee. The first-time starter provided a dual threat as a strong-armed passer and potent runner.

Taylor's nine touchdowns passing and two rushing accounted for 11 of the 15 the team scored before he was sidelined. And he set a franchise record for quarterbacks with 76 yards rushing against the Titans.

Though he hasn't ruled out wearing a brace as a precaution, Taylor said his mobility won't be limited.

"No hesitation," Taylor said. "I'm just going to go out there and be myself."

Buffalo opens a daunting stretch in which it'll play three straight AFC East rivals including two games in five days. After playing Miami, the Bills travel to face the New York Jets (4-3) on Nov. 12. And they open a stretch of playing five of their next seven on the road.

The question is which other injured Bills regulars are also healthy enough to return.

The status of starting receivers Sammy Watkins (left ankle) and Percy Harvin (hip) remains uncertain.

Watkins, who has missed three of the past four games, will practice on a limited basis Wednesday and will his injury monitored through the end of the week, Ryan said.

Harvin's status is a bigger question mark because of an injury that's nagged him since training camp. He's missed two games and did not travel to London for Buffalo's game against Jacksonville.

Ryan has issued mixed signals regarding Harvin.

Two weeks ago, the coach said the receiver didn't travel abroad because of what he called "personal reasons."

On Monday, Ryan suggested Harvin's absence was injury-related while noting the receiver was present at the Bills facility and undergoing treatment.

"We'll see how it goes," Ryan said. "I know he wants to play. He desperately wants to contribute to this team."

Harvin did not practice Wednesday.

Backup running back Karlos Williams and starting right tackle Seantrel Henderson both returned to practice after being cleared of concussions. Williams missed three games while Henderson just one. Williams is working without restriction this week.

Ryan has already ruled out starting defensive tackle Kyle Williams (left) from playing in Buffalo's next two games.

Cornerback Leodis McKelvin is expected to be activated after missing the first seven games recovering from a broken right foot. And there's a chance he'll make the switch to safety in place of starter Aaron Williams, who is out until at least December with a neck injury. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Having worked 118 of a possible 141 offensive snaps over the past two games, LeSean McCoy has re-established himself as Buffalo's workhorse. During the span, McCoy has accrued 24 carries and six targets. Dan Herron (two carries, three targets) is the only other Bills running back with a touch.

As Profootballfocus.com's Mike Clay noted, McCoy sits 11th among running backs in fantasy points during the five weeks he has been active.

Assuming he returns from his concussion this week, Williams figures to steal a few touches, but McCoy continues to operate as a workhorse when healthy. The return of Taylor and Watkins will help Buffalo's offensive efficiency and allow McCoy additional scoring chances. Roll with him accordingly. ...

As ESPN.com's Mike Rodak reminded readers this week, Charles Clay signed a five-year deal that included $24.5 million in guaranteed money and averaged $7.6 million per season, fourth most among NFL tight ends. However, he's been a far from an elite tight end so far this season.

He has a team-high 34 receptions for 350 yards and two touchdowns, but given the Bills' injuries at wide receiver and running back, one would expect Clay to step up and be a bigger part of the offense and he hasn't been. PFF ranks him 17th among NFL tight ends, tied with New England'sScott Chandler -- whom the Bills released in February despite a much more modest $2.25 million contract this season.

Clay has been a solid player but hasn't lived up to his billing as a game-changer.

And finally. ... Watkins knew he made a mistake almost the moment he hit the send button. The wide receiver made some disappointing comments last week directed at fans who made some disparaging and cruel remarks on his Instagram account after he had posted a picture of himself and his daughter walking around at Disney World.

In a somewhat incoherent and grammatically-challenged rant, he basically told the fans to get a life and go back to "y'all little jobs."

The next day he sent out an apology, and he addressed the issue with the media for the first time Monday.

"I made a bad comment," he said. "As a football player, you've got to take the good with the bad and never comment back on your comments or pictures. I'm never on the comments, it just happened to be the bye week and just being frustrated about the loss, me not playing, you look for negative stuff and that's what I was doing. I looked at the comments and immediately I reacted. Misspelled a couple things, just not paying attention. That's something I can't do in the NFL, I represent the organization, the team, so I would just say sorry to all the fans who took heart to it and I'll never do that again."

The second-year receiver has been a source of frustration for Bills fans and fantasy owners because his production hasn't been in line with his talent. He has played only two full games (Weeks 1 and 2); during that span he had 60 receiving yards, ranking 101st in the NFL and fifth on the team behind Harvin, Robert Woods, McCoy and Clay.

As Rodak pointed out, those are all good players, but Watkins was supposed to be a "generational talent," as the Bills said when he was drafted. That might be true, but the results haven't shown it and that's not entirely Watkins' fault. 
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QB: Tyrod Taylor, EJ Manuel, Josh Johnson 
RB: LeSean McCoy, Karlos Williams, Daniel Herron, Anthony Dixon 
FB: Jerome Felton 
WR: Sammy Watkins, Robert Woods, Chris Hogan, Marcus Easley, Percy Harvin 
TE: Charles Clay, Matthew Mulligan, Chris Gragg 
PK: Dan Carpenter, Billy Cundiff 
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CAROLINA PANTHERS
As the Sports Xchange notes, being undefeated at 7-0 is nice. It's two more wins than the Panthers have ever had to start a season. But it pales in comparison to what Ron Rivera experienced as a player in 1985.

Sure, those Chicago Bears are considered by many as one of the best teams in NFL history, but remembering back to that 12-0 start can help Rivera in a time like this.

"A couple times I've quoted coach (Mike) Ditka about trying to keep these guys focused, about rallying around each other, about being careful about being put on a pedestal," Rivera said Tuesday. "Back then it was wise and I think it's wise today."

It's not like the Panthers are hogging the spotlight.

The Patriots, Bengals and Broncos are also unbeaten. Four 7-0 teams is the most in NFL history, doubling the previous high of two, which last occurred in 2009. But the Panthers are the lone remaining unbeaten in the NFC, and an 8-0 start could mean something important come January.

If Carolina beats Green Bay in Charlotte on Sunday, the Panthers will take a two-game lead in the loss column at the top of the conference. That wouldn't guarantee much with half of the season left, but it would be a nice head start in the eventual race for home-field advantage in the playoffs.

Considering the Panthers let the Colts come back from the dead Monday night, it's probably a bit early to be thinking about No. 1 seeds. Mostly, blowing that 17-point lead was a good reminder of how much work remains.

"I think the timing of it is perfect for us," Rivera said. "We have an opportunity to play better and we need to.

"I think a team like Green Bay coming in is just going to heighten what the sense of improvement is. Our guys, they work hard, they do a lot of good things. We still make mistakes, but we found ways to win. That's the thing that I think is a huge plus and that's something that a couple years we may not have had that kind of ability. Now I think we do and I think a lot of it has to do with the players in that locker room and the leadership in that locker room."

In Monday night's overtime win, the offense did just enough to edge out the Colts in a constant downpour.

Cam Newton was just 6-for-17 for 88 yards with an interception in a sloppy first half. He was better when the rain became lighter in the second half, finishing with 248 yards and touchdown tosses to tight end Greg Olsen and receiver Philly Brown. Newton was sacked twice and had decent protection throughout the night.

As ESPN.com notes, Newton has generated MVP talk as the quarterback of an undefeated team, and his unique skill set as a power runner is impressive. But his passing remains inconsistent, even in the context of a weak set of receivers; nearly half of his first-half throws Monday night were deemed off target by ESPN Stats & Information video analysis.

Newton's overall completion percentage of 54.2 ranks No. 32 in the NFL. It's true that the Panthers have the NFL's fifth-highest drop percentage (5.2), but Newton has either under- or overthrown his receivers on 23.7 percent of his throws -- the third-highest mark in the league. The numbers suggest there will be a game at some point when Newton will fail to make a throw the Panthers need to remain undefeated.

Indeed, Monday night's game almost was remembered for the long pass that veteran wide receiver Ted Ginn dropped inside the 10-yard line in overtime. He caught only two of 10 targets. Olsen led Carolina in receiving with six catches for 79 yards. He also had a touchdown. But he had six misses, including a wide open drop, and a pair of costly penalties.

Jonathan Stewart was again a workhorse, carrying 24 times for 82 yards and a touchdown. The Panthers totaled 140 rushing yards despite missing two offensive linemen in rough field conditions.

Stewart lost a fumble for just the second time in his last 606 carries.

Fortunately, the Panthers' defense has been elite with the exception of a second-half fade Monday night against the Indianapolis Colts. It is allowing 4.69 yards per play, second best in the NFL, and has made up for any mistakes by forcing 17 turnovers, tied for third in the league. The Panthers have top-end play on every level, from defensive tackle Kawann Short to linebacker Luke Kuechly to cornerback Josh Norman. 
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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, Corey Brown, Jerricho Cotchery, Devin Funchess, Kevin Norwood 
TE: Greg Olsen, Ed Dickson, Richie Brockel 
PK: Graham Gano 
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CHICAGO BEARS
Running back Matt Forte and veteran receiver Eddie Royal likely will return this season and probably won't need surgery to repair knee injuries they suffered in Sunday's loss to the Minnesota Vikings.

"I don't see it being season-ending on either one," head coach John Fox said Monday.

Does he anticipate surgery for either player?

"No," Fox said.

According to Associated Press sports writer Andrew Seligman, a day after Forte injured his right knee and Royal hurt his left one, Fox said he did not have an exact diagnosis or timetable for their returns. Both players left Sunday's game, and losing either -- particularly Forte -- for an extended time would be a big blow for a rebuilding team.

The Bears are 2-5 after losing on a last-second field goal by Blair Walsh, with a Monday night game at San Diego up next.

Royal was injured in the first half, while Forte exited after being hit in the right leg by Minnesota's Harrison Smith following a reception early in the third quarter.

The two-time Pro Bowl pick was examined on the sideline before walking toward the locker room shortly afterward and did not return. Forte was seen slightly favoring his right leg after the game. A fan asked if he was OK, and he said, "Yeah."

The 29-year-old Forte has mostly been a model of durability in his eight seasons. He sat out the final four games in 2011 because of a sprained MCL in his right knee and another the following year because of an ankle injury. That is the only time he has missed, and there is no question he ranks right near the top on the list of players the Bears can least afford to lose.

If Forte is unavailable, rookie Jeremy Langford would figure to carry a bigger load.

"We talked about the importance of him this past week and what he means to this team," quarterback Jay Cutler said after Sunday's game. "I think Jeremy Langford is in that mold. He doesn't have the experience Matt does by any means but he can catch, he can run, he can block."

A fourth-round pick out of Michigan State, Langford has 80 yards on 27 rushes. He finished with 46 yards on 12 attempts against Minnesota, but Fox sees potential.

He said Langford is a quick learner who is not fazed by the more complicated schemes, particularly in the passing game.

"They're not just handing off to him," Fox said. "The protection element, routes, sometimes some of the things you see are a little bit more exotic. So he's adapted to that very well as a rookie coming in from college to the NFL."

"He's going to be a heck of a player for us," Cutler said. "I told him that one play doesn't win or lose a football game. I don't care what game it is, and that one [drop] didn't win or lose our game."

Bears tight end Martellus Bennett said the locker room is behind Langford.

"He's been doing very well," Bennett said. "He ran the ball well today. He runs the ball hard and he's fast. He's been watching everything that Matt does. Early in your career when you have a guy like Matt in front of you, the best thing you can do is be an apprentice and watch everything he does and carry yourself like he does. Forte is a hell of a back and a hell of a guy. He is somebody you want to model your game after. I think Jeremy is doing a good job. He's always with Matt and asking Matt questions. We have a lot of confidence in Jeremy moving forward.

"There's only one Matt Forte in the NFL, but we don't feel like we lose much when Jeremy is in the game.

It was not clear when Royal was hurt. Marc Mariani filled in for him on offense.

The injuries to Forte and Royal are just the latest on a long list for the Bears.

They juggled their offensive line with center Hroniss Grasu sitting out Sunday's game with a neck injury.

Receiver Alshon Jeffery (hamstring), left tackle Jermon Bushrod (shoulder), safety Antrel Rolle (ankle) and linebacker Shea McClellin (knee) are among the players who have missed big chunks of time this season because of injuries. The Bears also lost center Will Montgomery to a broken leg, and rookie Kevin White (shin) has been sidelined all season.

"You get new people, you're training players at positions, whether it's been acquisitions off people's practice squads or bringing in new people," Fox said. "Regardless of the position, there's a trickle-down effect whether it's on offense or defense or special teams. It makes it a little more challenging. But nobody rescues you; you just make do with what you have."

I'll be following up on Forte and Royal, looking for additional clarity on their respective timetables, and report back in coming days. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's Jeff Dickerson notes, Jeffery continues to be Minnesota's arch nemesis. The Bears' No. 1 wide receiver hauled in a beautiful 21-yard touchdown reception in the back corner of the end zone before halftime. On the play, Jeffery hit the trifecta, displaying all the traits of an elite receiver: route running, separation speed and hands.

Indeed, the now-healthy Jeffery is beginning to stack up 100-yard receiving yard games and looking more and more like a player worthy of a lucrative contract extension. It will be interesting to see how long the Bears wait to address Jeffery's soon-to-be expiring deal.

For the record, Jeffery finished Sunday's game with 10 receptions for 116 yards and the touchdown. Cutler went 22-of-33 for 211 yards, one passing touchdown and another on the ground when he barreled over Smith for a 4-yard touchdown that at the time appeared to be the game-winner. ...

And finally. ... Another week, another collapse on the Bears' special-teams coverage units coached by Jeff Rodgers. The Bears now lead the NFL in return touchdowns allowed (three) after Minnesota's Marcus Sherels took back a first-quarter Pat O'Donnell punt 65 yards for a touchdown. To add insult to injury, Sherels went untouched on his way to the end zone; the latest painful mistake committed by the Bears' befuddled coverage group.

Fox said he doesn't necessarily remember seasons that his team was as poor on special teams as this one.

"I don't remember every single play of seasons but we've had a little bit different set of circumstances, so I don't like to compare things, whether it's players or plays," Fox said. "But we've had our share of rough spots in not even half of a season."

Still, Fox Rodgers a vote of confidence. "He's definitely a very capable coach," Fox said. "I don't have any concerns there."

Entering Week 8, the Bears ranked 15th in punt coverage and 31st in kickoff coverage. That needs to be fixed. 
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QB: Jay Cutler, Jimmy Clausen, David Fales 
RB: Jeremy Langford, Ka'Deem Carey, Antone Smith, Matt Forte 
FB: Zach Miller, Khari Lee 
WR: Alshon Jeffery, Marquess Wilson, Josh Bellamy, Marc Mariani, Cameron Meredith, Eddie Royal, Kevin White 
TE: Martellus Bennett, Zach Miller, Khari Lee 
PK: Robbie Gould 
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CINCINNATI BENGALS
Down twice in the fourth quarter at Baltimore. Down by 17 points in the fourth quarter at home against the Seahawks. Trailing the entire game in Pittsburgh, right up to the closing minutes.

As Associated Press sports writer Joe Kay noted this week, the Bengals have stayed unbeaten by pulling off against-the-odds comebacks three times this season. And they've gotten so good at the dramatic drive that they've come to expect it.

A 16-10 victory in Pittsburgh on Sunday left the Bengals 7-0 for the first time in their history and in control of the AFC North approaching their season's midpoint. Cincinnati is four games up in the loss column on the second-place Steelers (4-4).

Until this season, the Bengals have been known more for unraveling at the end. This team has gotten off to the best start in franchise history by making the pressure-packed plays at the end.

"Just the way that this season has played out, there's times we've had to come back and we've been able to do it, and that does build confidence," quarterback Andy Dalton said on Monday. "If you prove you can do it, then there won't be any doubt that you can do it again.

"I think that's just kind of the mindset that we have. Regardless of what's going on, we're going to win the game."

According to Kay, that's been the biggest change in Cincinnati this season. Instead of sagging in the fourth quarter, they're taking control.

The Bengals trailed most of the game on Sunday at Heinz Field, in part because Dalton threw a pair of fourth-quarter interceptions, one of them in the end zone. After Ben Roethlisberger threw an interception at the Pittsburgh 45-yard line, Dalton and the Bengals put together their only touchdown drive.

Dalton's 9-yard touchdown pass to A.J. Green on a quick slant with 2:57 left put Cincinnati ahead 13-10. The Bengals added a field goal set up by Roethlisberger's third interception of the game.

"We had to keep pushing," running back Jeremy Hill said. "You could see it in guys' eyes. Everybody wanted to be the one who stepped up."

The defense gave up a touchdown on Pittsburgh's opening drive and then limited the Steelers to a field goal the rest of the way. By keeping the game close, it allowed Dalton to pull it out with one timely touchdown drive.

"The defense really saved our butts," Hill said. "They kept us in position on offense to win it."

The Steelers could have turned the AFC North back into a race by holding on at the end. Instead, the Bengals' latest fourth-quarter comeback made it a rout. They host Cleveland on Thursday night with a chance to have a win against each of their division rivals.

"It's a very important game for us," head coach Marvin Lewis said. "We'd be halfway through the division and kind of holding serve."

Worth noting: The Bengals are trying to become the 33rd team in NFL history and the 22nd during the Super Bowl era to open a season 8-0, according to STATS. The previous 8-0 team was the 2013 Kansas City Chiefs. ... The 7-0 start matches the Bengals' longest winning streak during a season -- they won the last seven in 1970, and their opener the following season for eight straight. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Coley Harvey, one of the day's more head-scratching calls related to the Bengals' play calling throughout the afternoon.

Even when they were down, instead of sticking with the run game as they had at earlier points this season, the Bengals decided to pass. By halftime, they had run only nine times. It was a surprising decision to avoid keeping the ball on the ground, particularly because Hill was beginning to show up in the game and play some of his best football.

By the fourth quarter, on their penultimate drive, the Bengals changed the focus and did call a couple of timely runs to set up the dramatic touchdown pass that won the game.

That said, Harvey was excited by Hill's apparent emergence.

After struggling with breaking tackles and upping his yards-per-carry average this season, the second-year rusher had a solid performance Sunday. He ran 15 times for 60 yards, bringing him to an average 4.0 per carry for the day. He had averaged 3.1 before the game.

Many of his runs featured the physical style that he showcased throughout last season. For at least one week, he returned to form.

Receiver Marvin Jones took a hard shot to his midsection from Steelers safety Mike Mitchell. He was back later that same drive.

Dalton, who was pressured often by Pittsburgh's defense, was 23 of 38 for 231 yards and a touchdown with two interceptions. That amounts to a 64.7 rating. But after the first five drives ended in two interceptions, two punts, and a blocked field goal, Dalton engineered the above-mentioned 45-yard drive capped by the 9-yard, game-winning TD pass to Green. ...

The Bengals have ruled offensive tackle Andre Smith (concussion) out for Thursday night's matchup with the Browns. Linebacker Rey Maualuga (calf) and Carlos Dunlap (shoulder) are questionable to play. ...

And finally. ... Linebacker Vontaze Burfict returned Sunday after missing the first six games of the season with a knee injury and to say his presence was felt in the victory over Pittsburgh is a gross understatement.

Burfict finished with five solo tackles including a hit on Steelers running back Le'Veon Bell who suffered a season-ending right leg injury on the play. 
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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 wasn't ready to turn the team over to Johnny Manziel on Monday, but by Tuesday, he had no choice.

According to Cleveland Plain Dealer reporter Mary Kay Cabot, that's because Josh McCown tossed and turned in his bed Monday night and woke up feeling worse on Tuesday than he had at any point since Sunday afternoon when Cardinals linebacker Kevin Minter drilled him in the ribs during Arizona's 34-20 victory.

By Tuesday night, McCown wasn't even able to participate in the Browns' light walk-through -- the only practice of the week -- and the Browns had come to the conclusion that Manziel will start Thursday night against the Bengals.

By early Wednesday morning, the Browns officially announced the move.

If McCown wakes up on Wednesday feeling as bad as he did on Tuesday, he might not even be active for the game. If that's the case, Austin Davis will serve as Manziel's backup.

Like Pettine before him, McCown refused to reveal if his ribs are broken, but it sure sounded like they are.

"Obviously when you're dealing with ribs and stuff that affects breathing and stuff like that, yeah, sleeping's not the easiest thing," he admitted.

The Browns will now work overtime preparing Manziel to start on NFL Network against the 7-0 Bengals, who beat him 30-0 last December when he wasn't ready for the big stage yet.

This time around, the Browns are confident he's more prepared.

"He's a different player," Pettine said before Tuesday's practice. "I think we saw that this year when he had to go into the Jets game. I thought he did some good things, made some mistakes, put the ball on the ground then had a week of preparation to get ready to Tennessee and went out and executed a game plan. I just think we've all seen it from going back to the amount of work in the spring to training camp."

Pettine said Manziel's patience in the pocket presence is the major difference from last year.

"When the rush became live, I think that's where you saw that he made his biggest improvement with his demeanor in the pocket," he said. "That it wasn't as frenetic, that his feet were calm. I just think he has a really good understanding of what we're doing, understands the plays, what's designed for what. All the intricate details, he has a much better grasp of and it's shown when he's been out there."

A positive for the Browns is the fine work of first-year coordinator John DeFilippo, who has milked solid performances out of McCown and Manziel when most wrote off both quarterbacks before the season.

Still, as NFL.com's Marc Sessler suggested, Manziel's critical second campaign now takes a challenging turn.

Sessler added: "The Browns are shorthanded on offense and a wild mess on defense. Rolling out an inexperienced passer doesn't help. Unlike last year's fellow rookie starters -- Blake Bortles, Derek Carr and Teddy Bridgewater -- Johnny has barely seen the field.

"While some might wonder if Manziel is being thrown into the fire at the worst possible time, this also represents a prime opportunity to shift perceptions about his up-and-down career on the national stage.

"It's your move, Johnny. ..."

And as if playing the Bengals (7-0) wasn't challenging enough, the Browns (2-6) will also probably be without cornerback Joe Haden and safety Donte Whitner, who both sustained concussions against the Cardinals. Pettine didn't rule out either of the former Pro Bowlers, but conceded there may not be enough time for them to be cleared to play.

For Haden, it's his second concussion in three weeks. He sat out Cleveland's previous two games with a head injury sustained on Oct. 11 at Baltimore. Pettine couldn't recall any of his players suffering two concussions so quickly.

Also, wide receiver Brian Hartline, who caught two touchdown passes against Arizona, reported to the team's facility with concussion-like symptoms and was held out of practice.

Andrew Hawkins remains in concussion protocol as well. It doesn't look like either wideout will be ready to roll this week.

Rob Housler caught just one pass in six games before injuring his hamstring. That will be the only catch that Housler makes this year as the team placed him on injured reserve because of his injury on Wednesday. ...

I'll follow up on the injured as needed -- I'll certainly have their official game status in the 90 minutes leading up to Thursday night's kickoff. ..

Meanwhile, the Browns have dropped three straight and their season is beginning to collapse the same way so many have in Cleveland over the past decade-plus.

Pettine, though, believes if his team can cut down on mistakes that it can not only compete with the Bengals, but hand them their first loss. He used the example of last season, when Cleveland won in Cincinnati.

"It's a huge challenge, and I have a feeling a lot of people outside of this building aren't going to give them much of a chance and to me that's the beauty of sport," he said.

"Just like last year, similar circumstances and we went down there and played one of our best games, so we know that when our minds are right and we're doing what we're supposed to be doing and playing at a high level emotionally and physically, then we can play with anybody. We have to go down there with that mentality."

Other notes of interest. ... As the Sports Xchange suggests, one constant in the Browns three-game losing streak is an inability to run the football well. The run offense hit a new low in the 34-10 loss to the Cardinals when it gained 39 yards on 20 carries.

"We have to find a way to run the ball and keep our quarterback from getting hit," left tackle Joe Thomas said. "That's our job."

Isaiah Crowell rushed for 21 yards on eight carries in the first half and finished with 14 yards on 10 carries.

In addition, Pettine said the Browns needed to do a better job of getting the ball to rookie Duke Johnson, who had two catches for 68 yards in the first half, but just one touch after halftime. "That's on us as a staff to find more creative ways to get him the football," Pettine said. ...

Hartline caught two touchdown passes in the same game for the first time in his career. But then uncharacteristically dropped four passes in the second half.

Dwayne Bowe was active Sunday after being a healthy scratch the week before for the first time since playing the Chargers on Oct. 4. He was targeted once and did not catch the ball. He does not have a catch this season. ...

Tight end Gary Barnidge continued his strong season with seven more catches and another touchdown, his sixth in six games. 
[image: image14]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image15]
QB: Johnny Manziel, Austin Davis, Josh McCown 
RB: Duke Johnson, Isaiah Crowell, Robert Turbin 
FB: Malcolm Johnson 
WR: Travis Benjamin, Taylor Gabriel, Dwayne Bowe, Marlon Moore, Andrew Hawkins, Brian Hartline 
TE: Gary Barnidge, Jim Dray, E.J. Bibbs 
PK: Travis Coons 
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DALLAS COWBOYS
As ESPN.com's Todd Archer suggested, in a perfect world Dez Bryant's return to the lineup would have sparked an offense in desperate need of being sparked.

Instead, the best thing about his return is that his surgically-repaired right foot was fine after the 13-12 loss to the Seattle Seahawks.

"My foot is good," Bryant, who worked on a limited basis Wednesday, said. "I'm ready for next week, too."

Bryant caught only two passes for 12 yards as he was shadowed by Seattle cornerback Richard Sherman. It was the seventh time since becoming a starter in his second season that Bryant was held to two or fewer catches.

"Let me get something straight real quick," Bryant said. "Hey, man, nobody didn't get locked down over here. Let's get real. I understand our situation. I understand that. So come on with it, man. Look at the tape."

According to ESPN Stats & Information, Sherman broke up the pass on four of the five incomplete passes to Bryant. He also tackled Bryant for a 3-yard loss on Bryant's first catch of the game.

"It was good to have him on the field," quarterback Matt Cassel said. "I have to do a better job of getting him the ball and letting him do what he does best, which is make plays."

If the Cowboys had a certain snap count for Bryant, it was not followed. He played 48 of the Cowboys' 58 snaps, coming off a six-week absence from breaking the fifth metatarsal in his foot in the season-opening win against the New York Giants on Sept. 13. He had surgery the next day.

Bryant returned to practice last week and went through three limited practices.

"We had to be mindful of the fact that he hasn't practiced that much and hasn't played in a long time," head coach Jason Garrett said. "So we kept our eye on him and tried to give him a couple of chances. They do a good job defensively. Their corners are good. They're physical. We tried to take a couple shots down the field."

"He was into it," owner and general manager Jerry Jones said. "He wanted more balls. He was into the game. He candidly, in my mind as I read Dez, was glad to be there and glad to be competing. ... I was really pleased with the way he came through [the game]. Frankly, I would've liked to see him make some more catches. That's not a criticism of him or a criticism of the quarterback."

While Bryant's return is a positive, the Cowboys are running out of chances to stay in contention without Tony Romo, and Jones is running out of optimism.

"To be realistic, it's going to be a daunting task, even with Romo, to get our feet back under us," Jones said after the fifth straight loss without his star quarterback. "Obviously, we think we'll play better when we get Romo back."

The problem is, the games might not matter much if Dallas doesn't win now.

Dallas (2-5) is down to just two more chances for the elusive win and could really use both, starting Sunday night with division rival Philadelphia and DeMarco Murray. The 2014 NFL rushing champion who left the Cowboys for the Eagles (3-4) in free agency plays on his old home field for the first time. Then it's a visit to Tampa Bay.

If they don't beat Philadelphia, the Cowboys' skid will reach six games. It would be their longest losing streak since the 1-15 debacle of 1989, the year Jones bought the team. But one thing Dallas does have going for it: the other three NFC East teams have four losses.

Dallas' previous win came against the Eagles, but it was costly because of Romo's injury. Seven weeks later, the team's postseason hopes could ride on the rematch.

"The urgency has always been at a high level," tight end Jason Witten said. "There's not a hidden secret to winning in this league ..."

Romo took a step n the process of returning when he took part in individual throwing drills and pat-and-go work during Wednesday's practice. It is Romo's first appearance on the practice field since he went down with the broken clavicle in Week 2. He will eventually work his way up to some scout-team work.

This is the first week he is eligible to practice and he is not allowed to play until Nov. 22, when the Cowboys take on the Dolphins.

The Miami trip is quickly followed by the Thanksgiving Day game against Carolina only four days later. But Jones said there's no concern about Romo playing on short rest.

"No, because he's mentally prepared," Jones said. "He'll be doing work that gives him the physical ability to play the game, I'm talking about as far as just his conditioning and that type of thing. Then as far as really getting to see what he's going to be looking at, there will be plenty of days to get him ready for that."

Meanwhile, Joseph Randle has gone from being the Cowboys starting running back to NFL afterthought in a span of two weeks.

The Cowboys waived Randle, the team announced Tuesday.

The news comes just four days after Randle was deemed to have violated the NFL's personal-conduct policy for a recent arrest in Wichita, Kansas. He's facing a one- or two-game suspension, per Rapoport.

Randle was also arrested for shoplifting in October of 2014.

Through six games this season, Randle averaged 4.1 yards per carry as part of an early-season backfield rotation. After watching Darren McFadden handle 57 touches for 275 yards the past two weeks, the Cowboys reached the conclusion that Randle isn't worth the off-the-field baggage that accompanies him.

Dallas will presumably go forward with McFadden as the three-down starter and talented but enigmatic Christine Michael as the backup and change-of-pace option.

It will be interesting to see if Randle attracts legitimate interest on the waiver wire or the open market. He's not a workhorse back capable of consistently moving the chains and sustaining a rushing attack for four quarters.

As NFL.com put it: "For all of the offseason hype generated for Randle's chances of superstardom behind a stalwart offensive line, he simply left too much meat on the bone when handed a prime opportunity. ..."

According to NFL Network's Ian Rapoport, the Cowboys are signing running back Trey Williams from the Redskins practice squad, source said. He takes Randle's roster spot.

One other note on McFadden here. ... Sunday's game against Seattle was just the third time in his career McFadden had 20 carries in back-to-back games. He just wasn't as explosive as he was in last week's loss to the New York Giants when he gained 152 yards on 29 carries. He finished with 20 carries for 64 yards.

The last time McFadden was called on this much came in the first two games of the 2011 season with the Oakland Raiders when he had 22 and 20 carries to open the year.

And finally. ... Now that wide receiver Brice Butler has been on the Cowboys' 53-man roster, the team has to give up its fifth-round pick next year to the Raiders.

The Cowboys will receive the Raiders' sixth rounder in return as well.

Butler was acquired in a trade from the Raiders on Sept. 16 after the Cowboys lost Bryant three days earlier to a broken right foot.

He has three catches for 108 yards on the season but has been inactive for two of the last three games with a hamstring injury. He initially suffered the injury on a 67-yard catch against the New Orleans Saints on Oct. 4. He did not play against the New England Patriots on Oct. 11 but returned after the bye to catch two passes for 41 yards.

Butler went through three limited practices last week with a sore hamstring and did not dress for the 13-12 loss to the Seattle Seahawks.

The Cowboys gave up their sixth-round pick in 2016 to select tight end Geoff Swaim in the seventh round last May. The Cowboys will give up their seventh-round pick next year to the Seahawks for Michael, since those trade conditions have been met. He had to be on the 46-man roster three times in order for the Cowboys to give up their pick. 
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QB: Matt Cassel, Brandon Weeden, Kellen Moore, Tony Romo 
RB: Darren McFadden, Christine Michael, Rod Smith, Trey Williams 
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
John Elway likes to talk about the long-term vision, winning "not only now but from now on."

Coming off a 500-yard performance and a shellacking of the Green Bay Packers, the boss of the unbeaten Denver Broncos made a bold move that shows he's all in for 2015.

Denver's general manager sent a pair of late-round draft picks to the San Francisco 49ers for two-time Pro Bowl tight end Vernon Davis on Monday, the first big move on the eve of the league's trading deadline. The Broncos also just missed out on landing Cleveland offensive tackle Joe Thomas as the trade deadline expired on Tuesday.

Elway called the 31-year-old Davis "a big weapon for us," one who'll add experience, speed and leadership to an offense that can use more big-play ability.

Davis gives the Broncos (7-0) some firepower over the middle that Peyton Manning has been missing since losing Julius Thomas and Jacob Tamme to free agency, and rookie Jeff Heuerman to a knee injury just a week after the draft.

The 10th-year pro has 55 career touchdown catches.

The 49ers will get sixth-round picks in 2016 and 2017 and the Broncos also receive a seventh-round pick in 2016. If Davis, who's due about $2.3 million on the final year of his contract, can quickly adapt to Gary Kubiak's offense and finish strong, the Broncos could also get a compensatory draft pick if Davis leaves after the season and signs elsewhere.

Denver is coming off its biggest win of the year, a 29-10 dismantling of Green Bay in which tight ends Owen Daniels and Virgil Green combined for a season-best 105 yards receiving. Before that, they'd managed just 123 yards as they had to mostly stay in and help a battered O-line protect Manning.

Forced into multiple receiver sets more often than Kubiak would like, the Broncos added beefy blocker Richard Gordon to their tight end corps last month.

"With Vernon coming aboard we've got four tight ends that will give us the ability to do a lot of different things," Elway said.

Not only will Davis give Manning a red-zone target, but his addition can take some attention off wide receivers Demaryius Thomas and Emmanuel Sanders the way Julius Thomas used to. Defenses had to pick their poison and Manning could exploit one-on-one coverage.

"We're trying to win from now on," Elway said. "But this will be a big step for us to win this season."

Davis' roster spot is expected to be created by placing rookie left tackle Ty Sambrailo on season-ending injured reserve. Sambrailo has a torn labrum in his left shoulder and will undergo surgery within the week.

Davis has 18 catches for 194 yards this season and is coming off a season-high six receptions Sunday in a loss at St. Louis.

He was a popular player in the Bay Area.

A sixth-round pick out of Maryland in 2006, Davis had 441 catches for 5,640 yards and 55 TDs for the 49ers. He added 27 catches for 600 yards and seven TDs in eight playoff games. His seven playoff TDs are tied for first among tight ends in NFL history.

Davis had 13 TD receptions in 2009 and '13, making the Pro Bowl both seasons. He's the franchise leader in receptions, receiving yards and TDs by a tight end.

Meanwhile, as Yahoo! Sports' Frank Schwab noted, Manning, whose 72.5 quarterback rating through his first six games was the worst among NFL starters, continued to indicate both he and the offense are works in progress after Sunday night's win.

"I've just been very determined," Manning said. "I knew this was not going to be an easy transition. I can't say that a lot of what has happened so far this season has been a surprise to me. It has been somewhat what I expected; there were going to be some rough times and rough patches and rough parts of the transition. But I've never wavered in our commitment to try to get on the same page and to get everyone going in the right direction. We'll continue to work hard on that."

Even though the Broncos were winning, it has been a challenge.

Physically Manning looked like he might not be able to play at a high level anymore. He still made a few clutch throws, and that's a big reason the Broncos are still undefeated, but he has also missed way more throws than we've ever seen before. Manning had seven touchdowns and 10 interceptions through six games.

The running game had shown some signs of life in Denver's previous game at Cleveland, and on Sunday both C.J. Anderson and Ronnie Hillman ran well. The Broncos had a great game plan to beat the man coverage they anticipated from the Packers. Their crossing routes generally won, and the deep balls that had been off most of the season found the mark, specifically to Thomas on the perimeter.

The offensive line, a big problem for most of this season, was excellent on Sunday night. Manning was rarely touched.

Of course, what happened on Sunday night might look like an anomaly.

As Schwab suggested, one bad game for the Broncos offense at the Indianapolis Colts this week and the same questions will start again.

But for one night at least, the Broncos could think big. Everything, including their legendary quarterback who seemed like he might be near the end, clicked just like they hoped it would.

Other notes of interest. ... Hillman, who started against Green Bay, rushed for two touchdowns in the first 16 minutes, but Anderson finished with a team-high 101 yards on 14 carries (7.2-yard average), with a career-long 28-yard touchdown run in the third quarter.

"Obviously it was C.J.'s best game," Kubiak told the Denver Post. "I don't know why that was, motivation or whatever. He should be motivated every week, but we're going to create a competitive environment between both of them. We're going to need them both. We'll continue to split time with them, but obviously C.J. responded this week. Hopefully we can keep it going in that direction. ..."

As ESPN.com's Jeff Legwold pointed out, Thomas coming out of a bye week is becoming a safe play. Last season, when Thomas had five drops in the first three games of the season, he emerged from a Week 4 bye with 226 yards receiving against the Cardinals. This time around, he emerged from a Week 7 bye with his best performance of the season: eight catches for 168 yards.

"We had the bye, and I just wanted to make sure I had a big game," Thomas said. "I want to finish the season like that. That's what I look forward to from here on out."

Sanders was healthy enough to play and also return punts against the Packers, just two weeks after he injured his shoulder late in regulation against the Browns. Jordan Norwood missed Sunday's game with a hamstring injury suffered late in the week. His availability for this week remains up in the air. 
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QB: Peyton Manning, Brock Osweiler, Trevor Siemian 
RB: Ronnie Hillman, C.J. Anderson, Juwan Thompson 
FB: Virgil Green 
WR: Demaryius Thomas, Emmanuel Sanders, Andre Caldwell, Jordan Norwood, Bennie Fowler, Cody Latimer 
TE: Owen Daniels, Vernon Davis, Virgil Green, Mitchell Henry 
PK: Brandon McManus 
=========================

=========================
DETROIT LIONS
The Detroit Lions tried firing a few assistant coaches before their trip to London.

When they took the field for their next game, the result was the same. Or maybe worse.

After their latest embarrassing defeat, it's looking more and more like the Lions may be facing another lengthy rebuilding period. With a new offensive coordinator and a reshuffled coaching staff, Detroit lost 45-10 to the Kansas City Chiefs on Sunday. In an overseas matchup against another team that's been struggling, the Lions were routed.

"It's not one of those situations where you can fix everything overnight," head coach Jim Caldwell said, trying to explain another dismal offensive performance in which Detroit had a hard time protecting quarterback Matthew Stafford.

As Associated Press sports writer Noah Trister suggested, about all the Lions (1-7) can hope for now is that an open date on the schedule will help.

Last week's shakeup, in which offensive coordinator Joe Lombardi was fired along with two offensive line coaches, came as something of a surprise; moves like that seemed more likely to take place after the London trip than before it. At least now, new offensive coordinator Jim Bob Cooterwill have more time to make adjustments before the Lions play at Green Bay on Nov. 15.

That game will underscore just how far the Lions have fallen. In last year's regular-season finale, Detroit played at Green Bay with the division title on the line. The Lions lost that day and have won only one game since.

Questions about job security -- of Caldwell, general manager Martin Mayhew and others -- are bound to continue unless the team pulls off a major turnaround.

"I know everybody. I know the work ethic of the guys in there," Stafford said. "They're putting all sorts of hard work and dedication into it, and it's frustrating for everybody when it doesn't come out the right way."

Right now the franchise's long-term direction is in question.

The 27-year-old Stafford is in his seventh season, and star receiver Calvin Johnson is 30. Those two once formed perhaps the game's most dynamic quarterback-receiver tandem, but lately they've been unable to lift the Detroit offense out of its funk.

"I thought Jim Bob called a good game, we just didn't execute," Stafford said. "We had miscommunications in certain areas. We had guys doing stuff, including myself, that aren't going to help us win. I've got to play better and so does our team."

The Lions made the playoffs last season, but their fans are well aware how quickly a team can decline. In 2007, Detroit started 6-2 before losing seven of its final eight games. The following season, the Lions went an historic 0-16.

Stafford was drafted after that winless season, and by 2011, the Lions were a playoff team. But their progress stagnated after that, and now this is a franchise facing a murky future.

The three players who led the Lions back to respectability were Stafford, Johnson and Ndamukong Suh. Detroit lost Suh to free agency, and with Stafford and Johnson producing less and less, it's not clear who the Lions can build around in the coming years.

Third-year defensive end Ziggy Ansah has looked terrific at times, but other high draft picks haven't made much of a splash. Now it looks like Detroit may be picking near the top of the draft again next spring.

Amid all the questions about the future, the Lions have eight more games to play, but it's hard to see what they can still accomplish that can salvage this season. ...

For what it's worth, Caldwell doesn't expect a pink slip.

"Hey, you know what, I'm working every single day," Caldwell said, via the Detroit Free Press. "My job is to get in and get my job done. Those things are answered by someone else and not me. But I fully anticipate being able to continue to do my job."

There's been no word from owner Martha Ford or anyone else in management in any direction at this point, so we'll have to wait to see if that changes during the upcoming bye week. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Stafford and Johnson (ankle) were not practicing in open portion of bye week practice for the Lions. Johnson was not spotted on the field at all.

Stafford completed 22-of-36 passes for 217 yards with one touchdown and two interceptions. He took six sacks as the blocking scheme was an issue again.

The Lions can't handle blitzes, but Stafford said he doesn't think the constant pressure is affecting his mindset.

"Part of the quarterback position is trusting it, you know?" Stafford said of his comfort amid the blocking woes. "And that's what you have to do. You go back there and every snap is different, and we got into a tough situation."

The Lions also gave up seven sacks last week.

It's worth noting Stafford is on pace for the best completion percentage season of his career at 64.5 percent through eight games. And as ESPN.com's Michael Rothstein pointed out, Stafford has also responded extremely well to his benching in Week 5, putting together a 405-yard performance in Detroit's sole win over Chicago and then not turning the ball over against Minnesota.

He is one of the few Lions players who actually responded well when challenged this season.

That said, Stafford's 11 interceptions are tied for worst in the league, and while not all of them are his fault, a great majority of them are. And those 11 picks are as many as the top-5 quarterbacks in the league combined.

He is also on pace for his worst statistical season in passing yards (2,083 through eight games) and his touchdown-to-interception ratio is on pace (13 touchdowns, 11 interceptions) to be his worst since 2012 (20 touchdown, 17 interceptions). He's also had three games this season where he has thrown more interceptions than touchdowns.

With a 17-yard reception in the second quarter on Sunday, Johnson eclipsed 11,000 receiving yards in his career and accomplished the feat in his 127th career game, faster than anyone in NFL history.

Torry Holt of the St. Louis Rams previously held the record after accumulating 11,000 yards in his first 131 games. Johnson needed only 21 yards in the game to reach the milestone.

Theo Riddick has become one of the better pass-catching backs in the NFL, leading all running backs in receptions and sitting at fourth in yards behind Danny Woodhead, Devonta Freeman and Dion Lewis. That's pretty good for a player who, up until a couple of weeks ago, was ticketed for a very small role in the Detroit offense. He's still not a great runner, but he hasn't dropped a pass and has been one of the Lions' more consistent pieces.

The Lions clearly don't trust Ameer Abdullah very much right now. He had one rush – a career-low – and was held without a catch for the second straight game. He was targeted twice by Stafford, but his production and usage is clearly starting to drop as he has issues hanging on to the ball.

Joique Bell actually looked healthy in his somewhat limited work Sunday, reclaiming his role as the lead back for the first time this season after seven carries for 56 yards. But with the Lions unable to do much, they were essentially useless for you from a fantasy perspective.

Matt Prater hasn't had much to do this season but when he's on the field, he's been perfect. Prater made another field goal Sunday – the only points Detroit had until garbage time. Dating back to last season, he has made 11 straight field goals and been a small bright spot for the Lions in a horrific season. ...

One last note here. ... The Lions placed lineback DeAndre Levy on injured reserve with a hip injury -- finally ending his season. 
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The Lions are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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GREEN BAY PACKERS
As NFL.com framed it, "The Denver Broncos' defense flummoxed Aaron Rodgers during Sunday night's 29-10 choke slam at Mile High."

After being held to a meager 77 passing yards -- the lowest of his career in a game he's started and didn't leave due to injury -- Rodgers was at a loss to explain what went wrong.

"I think tonight is about what we didn't do," Rodgers told the Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel. "We didn't execute in the run game, we didn't execute in the pass game and we didn't convert on third down (2 of 8) and that's why we got beat."

Wade Phillips' secondary was masterful at rerouting Packers receivers, forcing Rodgers to hold onto the ball far longer than he wanted to. Then the pass rush arrived in the second half, overwhelming the quarterback. It was the first time all season that Rodgers looked totally lost without Jordy Nelson.

Mike McCarthy had a different way to describe the beat down.

"You've got to compliment Denver. That's a humbling loss," he said. "I haven't had my ass kicked like that in a long time. They covered us very well. I thought we pass protected particularly well in the first half and there was a lot of green grass out there. So they did a heck of a job covering us."

Indeed, it was that way for most of the night.

When asked how often he looked downfield and saw all of his receivers covered, Rodgers said: "A good amount."

"They were covering good," Rodgers added. "That's all you can point to there."

As ESPN.com's Rob Demovsky reminded readers, this is not a new problem. After the Week 5 win over the Rams, Rodgers noted his receivers need to run better routes and "have to be able to get open outside better." A week later after beating the Chargers, Rodgers' lamented the lack of plays "outside the numbers."

Demovsky added: "Nelson isn't walking back on the field, and the return of Davante Adams from a three-game hiatus because of an ankle injury didn't help."

McCarthy, play caller Tom Clements and offensive coordinator Edgar Bennett need to figure out how to get this offense back to at least some semblance of what it has usually been with Rodgers at the helm.

It won't get easier this week against a Carolina Panthers defense that gives up 18.3 points per game (which is only 2.3 points more than the league-leading Broncos, who replaced the Packers atop that stat).

In addition, lJames Jones' impact has waned. The 31-year-old had one catch for 2 yards against the Broncos and hasn't had more than two catches in any of the last three games. Adams' lone catch went for only 8 yards, and he had a drop. Randall Cobb caught a team-high six passes, but they went for only 27 yards, a 4.5-yard average.

Tight end Richard Rodgers caught two passes for 16 yards but can't seem to break a tackle and hasn't helped in the run game with his inconsistent blocking.

Neither Jones nor Adams could explain why they couldn't get open.

"You know what?" Jones said. "I really don't have the answers for you guys right now until I watch the film. All I can tell you is, give them the credit. They played well. They came out and they beat us."

Said Adams: "They've got a good D, but it's more on what we had going on. Just got to make plays really. I'd have to see it on film to really know, but I can't really put my finger on it just yet."

McCarthy, who had an 8-1 record coming off the bye before Sunday, unveiled little or nothing new with a week off to tweak the offense.

"I think it's schematically we've got to probably do some different things," Rodgers said. "And execution-wise we need to get open and complete passes."

The good news?

The Packers remain on schedule to win the NFC North and return to the NFC Championship Game. One loss to a dominant defense and a Hall of Fame quarterback will not derail their season.

But Rodgers and the offense need to get on track after several sub-par performances.

"This is the kind of thing that'll make everyone a little bit maybe more on edge this week," Rodgers said. "We've got another tough road challenge in Carolina, so these two games are going to show us how good we are after a 6-0 start. And we weren't good enough tonight."

Other notes of interest. ... Eddie Lacy found the end zone for the first time since Week 1. He scored on a 2-yard run in the second quarter for the Packers' only score of the first half.

He had one of the few explosive plays on a 15-yard rush that set up his 2-yard touchdown run in the second quarter.

Otherwise, the woeful season for Lacy continued. He contributed only 38 yards in 11 carries, barely leading the team in rushing. Two big scrambles from Rodgers amounted to 31 yards with a long of 17.

Just as Lacy was next to nonexistent with only four carries in the previous game against the San Diego Chargers, the Packers endured a disappearing act by James Starks. His 112-yard, two-touchdown performance in the win over the Chargers two weeks earlier was a distant memory as Starks, who was listed as questionable with an injured hip, managed but nine yards in five rushing attempts.

The Packers finished with 90 rushing yards in 21 attempts, many of which were done in by feeble blocking.

Receiver Ty Montgomery (ankle) was the only notable player who wasn't in uniform Sunday night for an injury reason. The rookie has been sidelined since suffering the ankle injury in the Oct. 18 pre-bye week win over the San Diego Chargers. Micah Hyde and Jared Abbrederis split the kickoff-return duties in Montgomery's absence Sunday. 
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QB: Aaron Rodgers, Scott Tolzien, Brett Hundley 
RB: Eddie Lacy, James Starks, Alonzo Harris 
WR: Randall Cobb, Davante Adams, James Jones, Ty Montgomery, Jeff Janis, Jared Abbrederis 
TE: Richard Rodgers, Kennard Backman, Andrew Quarless 
PK: Mason Crosby 
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HOUSTON TEXANS
As ESPN.com's Tania Ganguli suggested, "Markers of potential disaster were plentiful in the past two months for the Texans."

Ganguli went on to remind readers there was the shuffling between quarterbacks Brian Hoyer and Ryan Mallett. Two injuries to star running back Arian Foster. Mallett's eventual demise with the Texans, released after another bout of tardiness, and the discussions about who's in charge that followed. An 0-2 start. A defense not performing up to its talent. Not one, but two games in which they experienced 40-point deficits.

The drama for the Houston Texans did not stop after "Hard Knocks" left NRG Stadium.

Now the Texans have a chance to wash it all away.

The Indianapolis Colts put up a strong fight, but fell to 3-5 with an overtime loss to the Carolina Panthers on Monday night. That means the Texans are tied with the Colts for the division lead.

"We feel great about it," head coach Bill O'Brien said. "We feel that the bye is coming at a good time, get some guys healthy. We feel like it's a new season for us, and we need to approach it that way."

To be clear, hanging onto the division lead and making the playoffs again won't be easy. The Texans still have two of the league's four undefeated teams remaining on their schedule -- the New England Patriots and Cincinnati Bengals. They looked resurgent on Sunday, but that was against a Titans team that has lost 16 of its last 17 games and six in a row this season. They'll need to be better to make a true run.

But. ...

"We feel good about our opportunity in the second half," O'Brien said. "We certainly don't feel good about our record or anything like that, but that's water under the bridge. Now it's time to look forward and try to improve on the things we can improve upon and really take advantage of the opportunities that we have."

As Ganguli added: "The opportunity they now have is an inconceivable gift. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... The Texans' pass rush had its best game of the season, led by outside linebacker Whitney Mercilus, who had 3.5 sacks. The really good news was that while J.J. Watt had 2.5 sacks, most of the production came from other players.

The Texans' offense received a gift of solid field position on three turnovers but created only six points from those turnovers. Hoyer was accurate and sharp, throwing two touchdown passes with no interceptions. The first was when DeAndre Hopkins climbed the imaginary ladder to go up and get a pass at the edge of the end zone. Hopkins set a franchise record for yards in a player's first three seasons.

Hoyer now has 13 touchdown passes this season with three interceptions, two on dropped passes.

The Texans abandoned the running game it was so shaky. They rarely created much in the way of holes or ran with power or elusiveness. Alfred Blue ran the ball 14 times and Chris Polk eight times. The Texans averaged 2.4 rushing yards per carry and only gained 56 total yards.

It didn't wind up mattering against the hapless Titans, but it will matter in other games.

Jadeveon Clowney went in and out of the first half with a back injury and missed the entire second half. Receiver Nate Washington made an impressive 42-yard touchdown catch but grabbed his hip after hitting the turf and left the game. Left tackle Duane Brown left the game with a concussion. Safety Kurtis Drummond had trouble getting up off the field and suffered a concussion after forcing a fumble on a kickoff return.

Tight end Ryan Griffin plans to be full go in the Texans' practice Monday following the bye week.

Griffin sprained his medial collateral ligament in the Texans' season opener against the Kansas City Chiefs. The Texans placed him on injured reserve with a designation to return. Teams are allowed to place one player per year on that list and that player must wait six weeks before he is eligible to practice and eight weeks before he is eligible to play in a game.

When the Texans return to face the Cincinnati Bengals in Week 10, Griffin will be eligible to play again.

Griffin will be wearing a brace when he returns, as he has been wearing for several weeks. He's been trying to get the Texans to make the brace as small and light as possible, but even that will hinder his motion a little bit.

When he suffered the injury, Griffin was first on the Texans' depth chart at tight end. He had worked on his blocking and improved to become the Texans' best dual threat tight end.

"Coming out I thought I had a good camp and a good spring," Griffin said. "I was really looking forward to the season. Now it's just delayed a little bit, but I'm still looking forward to it."

One last note here. ... Foster, on injured reserve, had successful surgery to repair a torn Achilles tendon. 
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The Texans are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS
The Indianapolis Colts have decided to make a change on the offensive side of the ball.

The Colts fired offensive coordinator Pep Hamilton, the team announced Tuesday. The move came just a day removed from the Colts' 29-26 loss to the Panthers in overtime on Monday night. Rob Chudzinski will take over the role.

"Through the first eight weeks of the season, we have felt our offense hasn't performed at the consistent level that we need," head coach Chuck Pagano said, according to the team site. "Because of this we've decided to go in a different direction and relieve Pep Hamilton of his duties as offensive coordinator. As head coach of this team, it's my responsibility to make sure I'm doing everything we can to put us in the best position to succeed. We thank Pep for his service to the team and wish him all the best."

Chudzinski spent the first 10 seasons of his coaching career at Miami, the last three as offensive coordinator. He served as the Browns tight ends coach and interim coordinator in 2004. After two seasons as tight ends coach in San Diego, he returned to Cleveland as offensive coordinator. Two seasons later, he returned to San Diego for two more seasons as assistant head coach in charge of tight ends.

Not surprisingly, Pagano and Hamilton had faced a steady stream of criticism for mistakes and questionable play-calling. Hamilton mostly blamed himself.

Despite the thought heading into the season that the Colts were a legitimate Super Bowl contender, Indianapolis has faltered on offense despite the additions of veteran free agents like Frank Gore and Andre Johnson.

Andrew Luck is in the midst of his worst season as a pro by far with 13 touchdowns against 12 interceptions through eight games. They currently sit at 3-5 and are tied for first place in the AFC South with the Houston Texans.

Despite the turbulence on offense, the Colts are 3-0 in the division and have eight games to right the ship.

Hamilton served as the offensive coordinator at Stanford during Luck's final season in college. He became the Colts' offensive coordinator in 2013, one year after Luck was drafted No. 1 overall when Bruce Arians departed to become the coach of the Arizona Cardinals.

The Colts rank 20th in the league in scoring, 16th in total offense and 24th in rushing.

All of this in the wake of a Monday night game that included moments when it appeared Luck was going to add to his fourth-quarter and overtime heroics after he led the Indianapolis Colts back from a 17-point deficit in the final quarter. You had seen it 12 other times in Luck's career.

So why not No. 13?

As ESPN.com's Mike Wells explained, as he's done way too often this season, Luck let the Colts down when he committed his 13th turnover of the season -- an interception in overtime -- that cost his team the game.

"Mentally, I think I'm alright," Luck said. "I think it's hard to overcome in a game. It's points. It's short field position."

And it's also another loss for Luck, his third straight loss -- something he has never experienced in his four-year NFL career.

"From hero to fall guy," Wells wrote. "That's how quickly things changed in a matter of minutes for the Colts' franchise player."

You would have likely forgotten about Luck's bad first quarter had the Colts pulled off the come-from-behind victory, but that didn't happen because he played a significant part in putting them in a hole.

Rather than throw the ball away on third down on the Colts' second possession, Luck tried to force a throw to receiver T.Y. Hilton only to have the Panthers' Charles Tillman intercept it at Indianapolis' 37-yard line. The Panthers scored later on the drive to take a 10-0 lead.

Monday marked the fourth time this season that Luck has thrown an interception in the first quarter. He struggles knowing when it's OK to throw the ball away and let Pat McAfee, one of the NFL's best punters, pin the opponent deep down the field. His hesitation to do that continues to put too much pressure on the Colts' defense.

"You do see situations where athletes, they try to do too much, they try too hard," veteran quarterback Matt Hasselbeck said. "I struggled with it for a long time on third down, throwing the ball away and walking off the field. I struggled with that. It's the competitive nature. It's kind of like surrendering and giving up. I played with Brett Favre, who thought he could make every throw. Andrew has that part of his game. That's something that's a fine line."

Jay Glazer of FOXSports reported over the weekend that Luck has been playing with fractured ribs, something that hasn't been on the injury report. Luck said he wasn't "going to get into that right now" when asked about the injury after the game and Pagano referred reporters to general manager Ryan Grigson's statement about the team's injury reports being accurate.

Ian Rapoport of NFL Network reported Wednesday morning, however, that the quarterback is now "fully healthy." Rapoport adds that was the case during the loss to the Panthers.

Indeed, Luck looked like his old self when he led the Colts back in the fourth quarter. They had 197 yards, 17 points and 12 first downs in the final 10 minutes, 44 seconds of the game.

But when it was all said and done, Luck's third interception ended up costing the Colts the game and moved his record to 1-5 on the season.

"Andrew is as tough a competitor as I have ever been around," Pagano said. "He is going through a stretch right now. We are all going through a stretch right now. We win as a team and we lose as a team. I am not worried about Andrew Luck. Together, we will get this thing fixed."

Luck is now the NFL leader in interceptions with 12. He finished the game 23-of-47 passing for 231 yards and two touchdowns to go with his three interceptions.

"It's my problem and it's hurting the team," Luck told the Indianapolis Star when asked about the turnovers. "And I've got to fix it or else it's tough to win doing it. Disappointed in myself. … It's hard to find perspective right now. We lost. At the end of the day, that's what matters. We did some decent things to give ourselves a chance, but messed it up at the end by throwing an interception."

The question of whether Pagano considered benching Luck for Hasselbeck was met after the game with a one-word answer: "No."

His teammates also remain solidly in his corner.

"We all have his back. We all have each other's back," inside linebacker D'Qwell Jackson said after the Carolina game. "He shouldn't have to (carry that burden). One thing I do know. Great players, they take all the (blame) after losses. When things are good, they give the credit away."

The good news?

Maybe a new coordinator can help Luck and the offense get back in gear.

The bad news?

Indianapolis faces Denver this weekend. ...

Other notes of interest. ... The Colts have made Hilton their primary punt returner. Hilton, who had returned punts since the 2013 season, moved into that role after Phillip Dorsett and Griff Whalen struggled handling the job.

We'll see how long that lasts. ... Hilton had an MRI on his foot this week to determine if Hilton is dealing with a significant injury, IndySportsCentral.com's Mike Chappell reported Wednesday.

According to Rapoport, Hilton recently suffered a foot sprain and his status is day-to-day

I'll be following up as needed via Late-Breaking Update; Hilton has been listed on the injury report for various ailments throughout the season but has not missed a game. He has 38 catches for 621 yards and three touchdowns. ...

Johnson had four catches for a game-high 81 yards and a touchdown. He shook off two hard hits by Carolina defensive players in the second half to come through in the fourth quarter when the Colts were desperately needing points.

Whalen came off the bench to catch five passes for 48 yards. Coby Fleener had seven receptions for 43 yards and a touchdown.

Gore rushed 22 times for 70 yards. RB Ahmad Bradshaw added 31 yards on seven carries. Luck scrambled for 35 yards on six rushing attempts. As a team, the Colts ran for 136 yards while averaging 3.9 yards per carry

Adam Vinatieri had a 50-yard field goal in overtime against Carolina. That was his 10th overtime field goal during his NFL career, the most in league history. He had four field goals in the loss to the Panthers, including a 47-yarder in the rain during the first quarter. 
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QB: Andrew Luck, Matt Hasselbeck 
RB: Frank Gore, Ahmad Bradshaw, Josh Robinson 
WR: T.Y. Hilton, Donte Moncrief, Andre Johnson, Griff Whalen, Quan Bray, Phillip Dorsett 
TE: Dwayne Allen, Coby Fleener, Jack Doyle 
PK: Adam Vinatieri 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
As Associated Press sports writer Mark Long pointed out this week, the Jaguars have a clear nucleus, at least on one side of the ball.

With quarterback Blake Bortles, running back T.J. Yeldon and receivers Allen Hurns and Allen Robinson, the Jaguars (2-5) have a young and talented offensive core that general manager Dave Caldwell and coach Gus Bradley believe will develop together and make the small-market franchise a legitimate threat in the AFC South for years.

The foursome has even drawn comparisons to Mark Brunell, Fred Taylor, Jimmy Smith and Keenan McCardell, the playmakers who carried the Jaguars to the playoffs in four consecutive years in the late 1990s.

Bortles, Yeldon, Hurns and Robinson haven't enjoyed anything close to that kind of success, but they've made Jacksonville more competitive and entertaining through the first half of the season.

"You're seeing this rapid maturity take place," Bradley said. "It's never enough. I think they would say that, but pleased that they're going in the right direction, that we're seeing the arrow up is a good thing. Just keep applying pressure and keep improving."

Jacksonville, which is coming off its bye week, overhauled the offense in the past three drafts. Of the team's 10 picks in the first three rounds -- spots Caldwell expects to get plug-and-play starters -- seven of them were offensive players. And the results are starting to show.

The unit has made a modest jump this season, up to 24th in total offense after finishing 31st in 2014.

And Jacksonville expects that to improve as tight end Julius Thomas gets more acclimated after missing the first four games with a broken bone in his right hand. The team also hopes to get receivers Marqise Lee (hamstring) and Rashad Greene (thumb) back from injuries in November.

"You can see we're going to be special," Hurns said. "We've just got to continue to grow. You can already see the growth in all of us."

As Long suggested, Bortles is the key. The third overall draft pick in 2013, Bortles has completed 56 percent of his passes for 1,812 yards and 15 touchdowns this season.

He has thrown eight interceptions and been sacked 19 times, but he continues to extend plays with his feet and improve his accuracy. Both of Jacksonville's wins came because Bortles directed game-winning drives.

He also is one of just three NFL quarterbacks with at least 1,800 yards passing and 15 touchdowns. San Diego's Philip Rivers and New England's Tom Brady are the others.

Since the 1970 AFL-NFL merger, only three quarterbacks age 23 or younger have reached those totals the first seven games of the season: Bortles, Detroit's Matthew Stafford in 2011 and Miami's Dan Marino in 1984.

"We really like the progress he's making in all areas," Bradley said. "I guess you put it all under the category of maturing. He's really maturing rapidly in how he prepares, how he takes care of his body, his practice methods and how he attacks it."

Yeldon, a second-round draft pick, leads all rookies in rushing attempts (101). He ranks second in rushing yards (406) and third in yards from scrimmage (488).

As Profootballfocus.com notes, Yeldon has scored only twice this season, but sits 10th among running backs with 101 carries. Having now gone over 100 rushing yards in two of his past three games.

"I feel like each week we're all getting better and better," Yeldon said. "We just keep building off each other's momentum, and we're all coming together. I feel like it can only go up from here. We're all going to be here for a while. We're young and we're only going to get better."

Hurns and Robinson have combined for 11 touchdown receptions, the highest total by any NFL tandem this season. Among players with at least 30 catches, Robinson (17.2) and Hurns (16.5) rank first and second, respectively, in yards per reception.

Hurns, who made the team as an undrafted rookie in 2014, has 31 catches for 513 yards and five touchdowns. Robinson, a second-round pick last year, has 34 receptions for 586 yards and six scores.

"As long as all of us are out there on the field and we continue to make plays, we're going to be very special," Hurns said. ...

Meanwhile, ESPN.com's Mike DiRocco notes, the Jaguars are taking an ultra-cautious approach with Lee and his hamstring injury.

They want to make sure the injury, which Lee aggravated in a Week 3 loss to New England, is completely healed before letting him practice fully, which means Lee isn't likely to play against the New York Jets on Sunday. In fact, it may be several more weeks before he gets back on the field.

"I don't want to put a time frame on it," Bradley said. "We'll see how he goes this week."

Le has been bothered by the hamstring strain for nearly three months. He hurt it on the fifth day of training camp and missed the rest of camp, the entire preseason, and the season opener. He played 22 snaps in the Jaguars' victory over Miami in Week 2 and played only a half against the Patriots before the medical staff pulled him from the game.

He has just three catches for 40 yards this season and 40 catches for 462 yards and one touchdown in 15 career games. He has missed eight games because of injuries since the Jaguars drafted him in the second round in 2014, mainly because of hamstring issues.

Neither Lee nor the Jaguars know why Lee continues to have problems with his hamstring. They're trying to figure out a way to keep it from happening so that once he does return fully healthy it won't continue to be a problem. ...

Thomas was limited with a groin injury in practice Monday, but the Jaguars hope he can play Sunday. Fellow tight end Clay Harbor, who missed the Buffalo game with an abdomen injury, practiced in full Monday.

Greene practiced in full Wednesday. ...

Jason Myers survived the bye week and was still the Jaguars kicker Monday when the team resumed practicing for Sunday's game at the New York Jets.

The Jaguars brought in two kickers with NFL experience, Randy Bullock and Zach Hocker, during the bye week, but neither was impressive enough to tempt the Jaguars to cut Myers.

When Bradley was asked if they considered making a change, he said, "Not after we saw them. ..."

Bradley declined to say what his plan will be if the Jaguars face a fourth-and-1 at the goal line against the Jets. Toby Gerhart took four shots from the 1-yard line in Buffalo and didn't score.

"I think every situation is different depending on who you're playing, the score, time of the game, all of those things go into it," Bradley said. ...

During the bye week, the Jaguars figured their first game back at New York was going to be a difficult test. The Jets had a 4-2 record and were competitive in a 30-23 loss to New England, a team that beat the Jaguars 51-17 and never had to punt in the game.

But when they began practicing Monday, the Jets game suddenly looked like a game the Jaguars have a good chance of winning.

The Jets not only played poorly in a 34-20 loss to Oakland, but their quarterback, Ryan Fitzpatrick, suffered ligament damage to his left thumb and missed most of the game. Their best receiver, Brandon Marshall, injured his left ankle and right toe and backup quarterback Geno Smith took some big hits while filling in for Fitzpatrick although he said he will be ready this week. 
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QB: Blake Bortles, Chad Henne 
RB: T.J. Yeldon, Denard Robinson, Toby Gerhart, Joe Banyard, Bernard Pierce 
WR: Allen Robinson, Allen Hurns, Bryan Walters, Marqise Lee, Rashad Greene 
TE: Julius Thomas, Marcedes Lewis, Clay Harbor, Nic Jacobs 
PK: Jason Myers 
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KANSAS CITY CHIEFS
As the Sports Xchange notes, the Chiefs head into their bye weekend on a modest two-game winning streak and a first-half record of 3-5, far less than what was expected from this year's club during the run-up to the start of the 2015 season.

They survived a five-game losing streak and are coming out of the other side with side with back-to-back victories over the Steelers and Lions. They now have a week off before tough divisional road games at Denver and San Diego and four of their next five against the AFC West.

"Clearly during the five-game losing streak, we were all very disappointed; it's not what any of us expected going into the season," said the Chiefs chairman and lead owner Clark Hunt. "I was glad to see the guys get it turned around last week (victory over Pittsburgh) and play a solid four quarters of football."

Hunt's team built on that winning effort against the Steelers with the 45-10 drubbing of Detroit at London's Wembley Stadium in the NFL's final international game of the season. The Chiefs trailed 3-0 early in the first quarter and then ran away from the Lions, putting up 38 unanswered points.

So how could a team capable of that -- even against a struggling Lions club -- go out and lose five consecutive games? What happened with the five-game losing streak?

"I don't think there was a good explanation for it, and there wasn't just one thing," Hunt said. "We lost as a team. Until last week when we played better across all three phases of the game and played a full four quarters, we just hadn't done what we needed to, to win a football game."

Hunt is the ultimate authority in the organization. He says there was no consideration of making any changes in team leadership during the five consecutive losses.

It's not that Hunt is afraid of change -- Andy Reid is the fourth head coach and John Dorsey the third general manager he's employed since taking control of the team in 2008 after the death of his father and team founder Lamar Hunt.

Just maybe he's matured and is now better able to weather the football storms.

"I have full confidence in Andy and John Dorsey; I think they're the right people to lead our football team," Hunt said. "They're as disappointed as I am, but I think they're the right guys ... they're both extremely talented, they do a great job. They have very good staffs, they do a good job of leading their staffs, so they're the right guys for the Kansas City Chiefs."

The trip to London was one factor in what so far has been an unusual schedule for the Chiefs.

With the game against Detroit in England, followed by a bye week and then division road trips to Denver and San Diego, the Chiefs will not play their fourth game at Arrowhead Stadium until the 12th week of the season on November 29 against Buffalo.

But they go into the bye with momentum thanks to a six-touchdown outing in England after scoring five the previous four games. The Chiefs' point total matched the record for games played in London, set when the New England Patriots beat the St. Louis Rams 45-7 on Oct. 28, 2012.

Despite losing star running back Jamaal Charles to a season-ending knee injury, the Chiefs got four touchdowns rushing from four different players, including quarterback Alex Smith. The last time the Chiefs accomplished that feat was Oct. 2, 1960, when the team was known as the Dallas Texans and lost to the New York Titans in the AFL's inaugural season.

Not bad for a team that managed just seven field goals in a loss to Cincinnati a few weeks back, and that went seven consecutive trips into the red zone without crossing the goal line.

"We needed it," Smith said. "I felt like we put halves together like that, we just haven't done it for four quarters with our foot on the pedal."

It wasn't just on offense where the Chiefs suddenly came alive.

Their defense sacked Lions quarterback Matt Stafford six times, improving to 7-0 under Reid when they have that many sacks in a game. They also picked off Matthew Stafford twice, and they held Detroit to 2 for 12 on third-down conversions in a dominant performance.

Even on special teams, where Cairo Santos knocked through another field-goal Sunday, Knile Davis kept giving the Chiefs solid field position on kickoff returns, and De'Anthony Thomas -- who had one of those four TD runs -- had a couple of electrifying punt returns.

In short, it was the kind of all-around performance the Chiefs expected in training camp, when they had playoff aspirations.

"The players have upped it," Reid said. "Not that you're not going to get beat every once in a while, that happens in his league. We're playing against good players. Best in the world, right? So, they keep battling. They're not letting things get them down at all. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Smith finished the decisive first half with almost as many yards rushing (68) as he had passing (79). Smith's 68 rushing yards in the first half -- which included a 49-yard run followed by a 12-yard touchdown run in the second quarter -- were a career high, helping the Chiefs build a 24-3 halftime lead.

He finished the day with a career-high 78 yards on the ground.

Smith said he thought during the week that he would have a big game running the ball.

"It's something we talked about as quarterbacks all week," he said. "We felt like there were some opportunities there, just the way [the Lions] play. QBs had made some plays, either with their feet scrambling and making throws or running. Then it just presented itself that way today. I was able to get up, get clear looks and a lot of backs turned to me."

On the season, Smith has rushed for 202 yards on 36 carries, a very nice 5.6-yard average. If he follows up with the same numbers over the last eight games of the 2015 season it will be one of the biggest rushing seasons of his career.

One reason the Chiefs had struggled in the red zone was Smith's refusal to throw the ball into the end zone. He repeatedly unloaded the ball to covered receivers short of the goal line while other receivers were open in the end zone. But on Sunday he fired a strike to Jeremy Maclin in the end zone for a 17-yard touchdown in the fourth quarter.

Smith finished the game completing 18 of 26 passes for 145 yards and two touchdown throws.

In addition, the Chiefs are taking advantage of all their offensive threats. Six different players scored touchdowns -- including one we've all been waiting for.

Travis Kelce gets a lot of attention from the media and opposing defenses for his combination of size, speed and overall athletic ability. But that has not gotten him into the end zone, something the struggling Chiefs offense so desperately needed.

On Sunday, Kelce grabbed a 2-yard pass from Smith for a touchdown, his first since scoring twice in the season opener against Houston. He went six games without reaching the end zone. 
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The Chiefs are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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MIAMI DOLPHINS
According to Associated Press sports writer Andy Kent, center Mike Pouncey has a simple explanation why the Dolphins believe their game against Buffalo will be significantly different than the teams' first meeting when the Bills pounded them 41-14.

A lot has changed in Miami since Week 3.

"I think we're competing more and I feel like our team's going to be more ready to go," Pouncey said. "We feel like they came into our home and beat us up pretty bad, so it's going to be a good matchup and we're going to be ready to play this weekend. We've got to keep ourselves out of third-and-long situations because everybody on that defensive line is a Pro Bowl player."

Pouncey will anchor an offensive line that will be without starting right tackle Ja'Wuan James, who is out with a foot injury. The center stressed the importance of re-establishing the running game that carried Miami to two convincing wins over Tennessee and Houston in interim head coachDan Campbell's first two games at the helm but disappeared last Thursday night in a 36-7 loss at New England.

Campbell confirmed that James will be rested for a few weeks and Jason Fox will step in at right tackle, adding that Fox actually played well at New England overall. Negative plays early on against the Patriots, either by penalty or a loss of yardage, forced the Dolphins to abandon the rush sooner than desired and against the Bills they know that can't happen again.

"We cannot live in the world of third-and-long," said Campbell, who is looking to keep Miami's slim playoff hopes alive with a win at Buffalo. "We can't live in the world of throwing it 45 times."

Adding to the woes, Miami is just 3 of its last 20 (15 percent) on third-down conversions. That covers the span of the team's last two games against the Patriots and Texans.

ESPN.com's James Walker notes this is one of the few statistical areas that hasn't improved much under Campbell, who is 2-1 since taking over the team. They are converting on 27.6 percent of third downs in three games under Campbell, compared to (26.9) percent in the first four games under former head coach Joe Philbin.

That third-down trend on offense can't continue if the Dolphins want to gain consistency and try to make a run in the second half of the season.

"A majority of those are third-and-long," Campbell said. "And I don't care who you are, if you get into third-and-10-plus, that's a problem. That's hard. That was what we were living in the first four games of the season and that's why our lack of production showed up. So where does that start? It starts on first and second down."

The Dolphins' offense averaged just 4.4 yards per play and made too many mental and physical errors against the Patriots in their 36-7 blowout defeat last Thursday night. Miami accounted for seven penalties and five quarterback sacks of Ryan Tannehill, most of which happened on first and second down. The team had little chance of converting on third-and-long against the Bill Belichick-led defense, and that contributed to Miami's offense failing to move the chains and going 2-of-11 on third down.

New England (7-0), the reigning Super Bowl champions, taught the Dolphins (3-4) a good lesson in how to play smart, efficient football. Miami was riding high entering the game but had its two-game winning streak snapped in humbling fashion.

"You could tell just looking at them that the attitude was right," Campbell said. "You could tell it burned at them, they didn't feel good about it, they knew they didn't play well and that they're far better than what was put on tape [Thursday] night. You can tell that they're going to be ready to come back in on Monday and work, and that's just what you've got to do.

"You've just got to come back and do what we've done the last three weeks when we've been able to go full speed in practice, get back to a high-competitive level and we'll get our swagger back."

Defensively, the Dolphins will try to move forward without four-time Pro Bowl defensive end Cameron Wake, who was lost for the season to a torn Achilles' tendon. With the Bills expecting to get mobile quarterback Tyrod Taylor back, along with shifty running back LeSean McCoy and wide receiver Sammy Watkins, that will put more pressure on defensive end Olivier Vernon.

"I'll probably get more attention now but that's not going to stop what everybody else has got to do," Vernon said. "Other guys are going to be stepping up and making plays, too, and one thing we do have on the D-line is depth so we'll be all right. ..."

Other notes of interest. ... Tannehill is 18th in the NFL in passer rating at 87.1. Tannehill has 13 touchdowns and nine interceptions, numbers that are far below what many were expecting this season. Tannehill had a career-best 92.8 passer rating last season and had 27 touchdowns and 12 interceptions.

Rishard Matthews (seven receptions, 62 yards) might have had his least productive day of the season against New England. He had a drop on a pass thrown above his head, but he should have caught nonetheless, and he seemingly broke off his route causing QB Ryan Tannehill to throw an interception. Still, Matthews (33 receptions, 500 yards, four touchdowns) is having a good year.

Jarvis Landry (six receptions, 71 yards) ran hard after receptions, as usual, but he didn't necessarily have a "moment" in Thursday's loss at New England. Well, except for a 50-yard kickoff return. But Landry also muffed a punt that went out of bounds. All in all he had a good game, but not outstanding, and outstanding is what fans are beginning to expect.

Jordan Cameron (19 receptions, 257 yards, one touchdown) had a low-key performance against New England, finishing with two receptions for 34 yards, including a 29-yard reception. As the Sports Xchange suggested, if Miami's offense plans on improving on last season's 24.3 points per game, Cameron needs to make more plays. As it is, he's hardly a threat.

Jonas Gray had four receptions for 50 yards against New England, his old team, and he also had two carries for one yard. But Gray had an ugly drop on a swing pass.

Backup quarterback Matt Moore is recovering from minor surgery to repair a broken nose he suffered during a practice two weeks ago and did not practice, but is expected to return to practice Wednesday. Campbell joked that Moore is "very vain and he wanted plastic surgery," adding that it happened on a hand-off with his helmet on when he took an elbow to the nose. .

Rookie wide receiver DeVante Parker (foot) also did not practice Monday. The rookie also sat out again Wednesday..

Parker said the newest issue with his surgically-repaired left foot, which sidelined him late in Thursday's game and kept him out of Monday's practice, stems from scar tissue.

"I was feeling a little pain [Monday], but not severe pain," he said. "It might hurt a couple days. Nothing serious."

Asked about Parker's availability for Sunday's game at Buffalo, Campbell said: "I don't see that being an issue." Parker was non-committal, though.

Running back Damien Williams was wearing protective covering on the hand that he injured during Thursday's game against the Patriots but said it doesn't prevent him from fielding kickoffs.

Rookie running back Jay Ajayi, who is eligible to play after coming off of the Injured-Reserve/Designated To Return List, said he hopes he will be active Sunday.

The Dolphins will need to clear a roster spot if they choose to active Ajayi. 
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QB: Ryan Tannehill, Matt Moore 
RB: Lamar Miller, Jonas Gray, Damien Williams, Jay Ajayi 
WR: Jarvis Landry, Rishard Matthews, Kenny Stills, DeVante Parker, Greg Jennings, Matt Hazel 
TE: Jordan Cameron, Dion Sims, Jake Stoneburner, Brandon Williams 
PK: Andrew Franks 
=========================

=========================
MINNESOTA VIKINGS
As Associated Press sports writer Dave Campbell pointed out this week, that line in the NFL between winning and losing a particular game is often so thin. The Vikings have begun to figure out the formula for staying on the right side of it.

Their 23-30 victory at Chicago on Sunday was the latest sign of progress for a young team that has rather quietly built a 5-2 record.

"We've been in a lot of these close ballgames," head coach Mike Zimmer said. "I think some of the team is starting to really believe that we can win in these situations."

During his news conference on Monday , where an air of confidence and focus has trumped anxiety and edginess all season, Zimmer delved deeper into sports psychology as he listed a four-step ladder of 'learns' for a football team.

"First you learn how to compete. Then you learn how to win. Then you learn how to handle winning," the coach said, "and then you learn how to be a champion. So we're somewhere in that stage of learning how to win and learning how to handle winning."

Any potential for complacency ought to be eradicated simply by looking at the remaining schedule.

With nine games left for the Vikings, their current combined opponent record is 42-25. The Bears are the only team with a losing mark.

Six of the nine foes, including Green Bay twice, are on track for the playoffs. Two of the opponents below the cut, St. Louis and Seattle, are right behind the Vikings in the NFC wild-card race.

The Rams (4-3) will visit Minnesota this weekend.

"We've just got to keep on doing all the right things that we've been doing right and fix all the wrong things that we've been doing wrong," said defensive end Everson Griffen, offering as simple of an outlook as possible for the second half of the season.

The primary guiding principle under general manager Rick Spielman and Zimmer for shaping the roster, as they've stated so many times, is acquiring players who are tough, smart and passionate.

Sounds obvious enough, but the lure of a specific physical attribute or two in a particular player certainly cloud a team's judgment.

"We don't make a lot of mistakes when the game is on the line, and that's part of really what we're trying to preach," Zimmer said. "You don't have to do something that is out of your character. It's still about the team."

Quarterback Teddy Bridgewater provided a perfect example on Sunday. He sputtered through most of the game, missing open receivers and forcing throws, but in the fourth quarter he played like a polished perennial Pro Bowler.

With the Vikings trailing 20-13 and less than five minutes remaining, Bridgewater was sacked for a 7-yard loss on first down.

As ESPN.com's Ben Goessling noted, that's when it appeared that Bridgewater -- who had one of his best games as a pro last week in Detroit -- remembered the great lesson of a game where he hit 11 different receivers: Just get the ball to your playmakers.

The Vikings' second-year quarterback appears to have one in rookie receiver Stefon Diggs, and he's lucky for that. In four short weeks, the fifth-round pick out of Maryland has looked more like a go-to receiver for Bridgewater than anyone else the Vikings have tried to pair with him. Charles Johnson hasn't continued in that role after a promising finish to last season (though he made a huge 35-yard catch Sunday) and Wallace has been underwhelming through six games in Minnesota so far. Through four games, Diggs has 25 catches for 419 yards and a pair of touchdowns.

It's been Diggs who been there in big situations, reading defensive coverages with an acumen beyond his years and finding ways to get open for Bridgewater. On the game's pivotal play Sunday, he lined up in the slot on 3rd-and-4, fought off a jam from Bears corner Sherrick McManis, stemmed his route outside and broke back to the middle.

"I was going back inside, because I knew he was outside of me," Diggs said. "When I went back inside, the ball was right there."

Diggs presented a clear target for Bridgewater nine yards downfield, faked McManis to the ground with a sharp cut and bulled his way into the end zone with the help of a push from Mike Wallace. The Vikings had tied the game, and they'd go on to win after a stop and a Blair Walsh field goal.

"He did a great job creating separation," Bridgewater said. "He did the rest once the ball was in his hands."

Because he helped pick up Bridgewater, the quarterback fashioned the fifth comeback victory of his career and ended a particularly thorny losing streak. It meant more to the Vikings than they let on, and it appears Diggs could mean more to Bridgewater than anyone thought this early in his career.

"The guys did a great job of just digging deep," Bridgewater said. "They showed a lot of heart."

They'll have to keep showing it if they want to make the playoffs for the first time in three years. Beating the Bears was a valuable step.

Other notes of interest ... Johnson lost his starting job to Diggs when the rookie shone in Johnson's absence, but as noted above, when Bridgewater fired deep for Johnson on the Vikings' final drive, the receiver "put his 39-inch vertical to work," as Bridgewater put it, to haul in a high pass. The Vikings mostly stuck with their top three receivers on Sunday, though, and Johnson might have a hard time regaining a major role in the offense with the way Diggs is playing at split end.

Cordarrelle Patterson, once again, got most of his playing time as the lone receiver in the Vikings' '22' personnel (two running backs, two tight ends). According to Profootballfocus.com, Patterson ran just one route in his nine snaps on Sunday, run blocking on the other eight.

Zimmer told his team after the game that the Vikings finally "ran the ball the way I expected us to run it," and Adrian Peterson's decisiveness was a big reason why.

Peterson averaged a season-high four yards per carry before contact, according to ESPN Stats & Information, and posted 103 yards despite not breaking a run longer than 12 yards. Fullback Zach Line continued to play a bigger role as a blocking back on Sunday, and did a nice job clearing a path for Peterson several times on runs up the middle.

By Goessling's count, Peterson had 63 of his 103 yards when Line was on the field.

In a related note, Peterson went into Sunday's game with 15 runs for negative yardage in 61 carries the previous three games (24.6 percent). Sunday, he had only one carry for negative yardage. 
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QB: Teddy Bridgewater, Shaun Hill, Taylor Heinicke 
RB: Adrian Peterson, Jerick McKinnon, Matt Asiata 
FB: Zach Line 
WR: Mike Wallace, Stefon Diggs, Charles Johnson, Jarius Wright, Adam Thielen, Cordarrelle Patterson 
TE: Kyle Rudolph, Rhett Ellison, MyCole Pruitt, Chase Ford 
PK: Blair Walsh 
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NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS
Could the Patriots run the table and go 16-0?

As ESPN.com's Mike Reiss notes, that's a question some are asking as the team has opened the season with seven straight victories, often in impressive fashion, but quarterback Tom Brady isn't interested in the discussion.

"That would be the furthest thing from anybody's mind," Brady said Monday morning during his weekly interview on sports radio WEEI.

"I could really care less about those type of things. When you reflect back, you think, ‘Wow, that was a great year.' But when you're in the middle of it, you can't do anything about a game in December. We have one mission, this week. It sounds like a cliche but it's not, because it works. It's what our team is about. We're short-term focused."

Brady then explained how the team puts together a different plan every week, and how head coach Bill Belichick refers to it as a "blank canvas" and the same level of work must be put in.

"You can't forget one detail, and then you get one chance to go out and do it on Sunday," Brady said. "It's hard to win. It's really hard to win. It's easy to take it for granted because we have a good record and we've played well for a period of time, but I don't think we as players ever take it for granted.

"I've been around long enough to realize how hard it is to get the ball in the end zone, to put together drives. It's no easy task. You have to keep working at it."

Their Week 8 win was a perfect example of that. Despite the short week and a sluggish start, the Patriots pulled away from the Dolphins (3-4) for the 36-7 victory at Gillette Stadium.

Offensively, New England's win included everything that has come to be expected.

Brady led the way with 355 yards passing, four touchdowns and no interceptions for a 133.2 passer rating. Tight end Rob Gronkowski got things rolling with a 47-yard catch-and-run opening score on his way to another 100-yard day. Wide receiver Julian Edelman added a pair of late touchdowns among his seven catches, while running back Dion Lewis returned from a rib injury to tally 112 yards from scrimmage and a couple more highlight reel plays to make Miami tacklers look silly.

All those are now expected on a weekly basis from a team that seemingly rolls out of bed and scores 30-plus points.

But the win over a team that had been so explosive in Dan Campbell's first two weeks as interim head coach was as much about the New England defense as it was anything else.

Coordinator Matt Patricia's unit came in looking to shut down Lamar Miller after the back's consecutive 100-yard games that had him averaging six yards a carry. And that's exactly what New England's burgeoning front did, holding Miller to just 15 yards on nine attempts and keeping the Dolphins as a team to just a 1.2-yard average.

That success on run defense created two things -- long-yardage third downs and a one-dimensional opponent. The result was a Miami team that converted just two of 11 third downs and a night for quarterback Ryan Tannehill that included a pair of interceptions and five sacks, even if he did put up 300 yards through the air.

New England actually held Miami to a punt or a turnover (botched snap safety and an interception) on the first six drives of the night. And while the success may overshadow a secondary that's still a work in progress with young, inexperienced personnel, the front seven has become a real strength.

As the Sports Xchange suggests, if the Patriots continue to get such an effort, and such a performance each week combined with the offense that's the best in the NFL, New England will be seemingly, well, unbeatable. And given the history of Belichick-coached teams getting better as the season wears on, the rest of the league has seemingly been put on notice that the defending champs are very much headed toward defending their title.

The offense is leading the way, but the defense is growing more and capable of doing its share on a weekly basis. ...

For the record, Brady was named AFC Offensive Player of the Week for his efforts against the Dolphins. It's his 25th player of the week honor. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As mentioned above, Lewis returned from missing one game to an abdomen injury to reclaim his spot as a key cog in the Patriots' power offense. The passing back had six catches for 93 yards, including a 16-yard touchdown, as well as five rushes for 19 yards in the win over Miami.

Lewis also added to his ever-growing highlight reel of defenders who he's made look silly in space this season. This time it was Dolphins linebacker Koa Misi who was left grasping at only air and turf when Lewis shook him in the left flat.

"He's so quick in space," Brady observed of his newest weapon. "It would be a miracle for anybody to touch him more or less tackle him. He's just a dynamic player for us. He keeps making them miss."

Gronkowski is usually the guy on the Patriots offense wowing people with his freakish skills, but even the oversized All-Pro is amazed at what his undersized teammate has been doing.

"He's a dynamic player. The dude is unreal with the way he can move," Gronkowski said. "I don't know if anyone else can move like that. The way he can cut. He's great to have on the team. He's a great guy and it's amazing to have him out there with us." 
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QB: Tom Brady, Jimmy Garoppolo 
RB: Dion Lewis, LeGarrette Blount, James White, Brandon Bolden 
WR: Julian Edelman, Brandon LaFell, Danny Amendola, Keshawn Martin, Aaron Dobson, Matt Slater 
TE: Rob Gronkowski, Scott Chandler, Michael Williams 
PK: Stephen Gostkowski 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
According to Associated Press sports writer Guerry Smith, the streaking Saints are not planning on slowing down, even after a defensive performance on Sunday that could have given them pause.

Back to .500 at midseason following a 1-4 start, they took more positives than negatives from their record-setting 52-49 victory against the New York Giants. Drew Brees and Eli Manning combined for an NFL-record 13 touchdown passes.

"Sometimes games take on a flow to them," head coach Sean Payton said. "I don't think New York or New Orleans went into that game thinking it would be in the high 40s, low 50s, and yet it began to unfold that way. The key was getting a stop at the end."

Right after Brees' seventh touchdown pass tied the score at 49 with 36 seconds left, the Saints forced a three-and-out, setting up a wild punt return that led to Kai Forbath's 50-yard field goal as time ran out. Manning failed to connect with Rueben Randle on a deep pass, dumped the ball to running back Shane Vereen for 5 yards and threw incomplete on third down.

"You give up a few plays on that drive, and all of a sudden they (the Giants) are kicking a field goal to win the game," Payton said. "And you go home with a loss."

Instead, New Orleans (4-4) is back in the playoff hunt with the softest part of the schedule in front of it. The Saints' three remaining games in November are against Tennessee (1-6) at home and Washington (3-4) and Houston (3-5) on the road.

With Brees and the offense finding a new level, they have a real chance to continue their roll. New Orleans started sluggishly after trading its two leading receivers in the offseason -- tight end Jimmy Graham and wide receiver Kenny Stills.

Against New York, though, Brees appeared totally comfortable with his new group, throwing for a career-best 511 yards.

"It was like magic," said running back C.J. Spiller, a key free agent acquisition who caught the tying touchdown in the final minute. "I've seen him have performances like that from afar, but to be in it, you could tell he was locked in and ready to go. He showed you who he is."

Ben Watson, Graham's replacement as a starter, caught nine passes for 147 yards. Watson has the same number of receptions for the season (38) as Graham in Seattle, with more touchdowns (3-2) and yards (472-450).

Second-year pro Brandin Cooks and newcomer Willie Snead each had two scoring catches.

"There's a time on task that takes place with a guy like Willie Snead or Brandin Cooks," Payton said. "You're seeing that production take place, and you're also seeing it at the tight end position."

The only down note for the offense was a season-ending injury to backup Khiry Robinson, who broke his right tibia in the second quarter and had surgery Sunday night. Payton said Robinson would be put on injured reserve, opening up an opportunity for Murphy, a rookie who has concentrated solely on punt returning, to be the No. 3 back behind Mark Ingram and Spiller.

Still, the Saints professed no more concern about their running back depth than in their defense, which is 30th in the NFL in yards allowed after giving up 416 to New York.

A year ago, New Orleans climbed out of an early hole to get to 4-4 and promptly lost three in a row at home on the way to a 7-9 finish.

Despite the defensive struggle against Giants, the Saints see no similarities this time.

"This is a different team," Payton said. "We've had good focus week to week. We'll get the corrections made."

In a development that should come as no surprise whatsoever, Brees' 7-TD, 511-yard outing was sufficient to earn him NFC Player of the Week honors.

Brees had a 500-yard game before, back in 2006 when he threw for 510 yards against the Bengals in 2006. It was Brees' best game since he threw for 466 yards against the Cardinals in 2012.

Brees also won the award in Week 4 of this season. Since joining Saints in 2006, Brees has won 20 player of the week awards, the most in the NFL during that span. With 22 such awards in his career, he joins Peyton Manning (27) and Tom Brady (25) as the only players with 20 or more. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As Baton Rouge Advocate staffer Nick Underhill notes, the Saints kicked the tires on some new and old faces to fill the void at running back created by Robinson's leg injury. After working out Trent Richardson, Travaris Cadet and Tim Hightower earlier Monday, the Saints reached an agreement to bring Hightower back to town.

Cadet previously played with the Saints before signing with the New England Patriots during the offseason.

Hightower spent training camp with the Saints made the initial 53-man roster, but was cut prior to the season opener against the Cardinals. He was signed back to the roster the Monday following the game and was then let go again the next day with an injury designation.

Robinson underwent surgery after suffering a tibia fracture. "When an injury like that occurs and the players see that, the first thought is the amount of work a guy like Khiry's put in," Payton said. "And all of a sudden, knowing his season's come to an end."

The injury could also lead to New Orleans finding a bigger role for Spiller. Signed this offseason, he missed the end of training camp and the start of the regular season due to a knee injury, and was slow to get going once he returned to the field.

Spiller currently has 20 carries for 78 yards and 23 catches for 196 yards and two touchdowns.

He's averaged 18 snaps per game the last six weeks after playing seven against Tampa Bay in his first game back. He had four carries for 21 yards and two catches for another 15 against the Giants.

If he doesn't pick up some of Robinson's carries, it seems possible that Spiller's targets could ramp up in the passing game.

According to ESPN.com's Mike Triplett, everyone looked pretty good Sunday from a fantasy standpoint. But the two most important takeaways were that Brees' low TD total from early in the year was a fluke -- Triplett called it a statistical anomaly on Sunday morning since he was still averaging more than 300 passing yards per game -- and that Cooks is starting to heat up.

Cooks had six catches for 88 yards to go with the two touchdowns.

Marques Colston, 32, found that same fountain of youth that Watson has been sipping from with eight catches for 114 yards and a touchdown. It was his first 100-yard game of the season but the 28th of his career, tying him with Joe Horn for the franchise record. Snead had seven catches for 76 yards to go with his two touchdowns.

Snead lost a critical fumble in the fourth quarter, but he got drilled with a perfectly-placed hit before he had secured the ball.

Forbath is now 1-for-1 on field goals as a member of the Saints -- and what a 1 it was. Forbath drilled a 50-yarder as time expired -- and he actually earned the game ball from Payton ahead of Brees, who said that was perfectly fine by him. Forbath deserves plenty of credit for making all seven extra-point attempts as well, since they all mattered in a tense shootout. 
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QB: Drew Brees, Luke McCown, Garrett Grayson 
RB: Mark Ingram, C.J. Spiller, Marcus Murphy, Tim Hightower 
FB: Austin Johnson 
WR: Brandin Cooks, Marques Colston, Willie Snead, Brandon Coleman 
TE: Ben Watson, Josh Hill, Michael Hoomanawanui 
PK: Kai Forbath 
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NEW YORK GIANTS
On Sunday, the New York Giants' passing game awoke from its two-week slumber with a major roar.

Against the Saints' 30th-ranked defense, the Giants offense, led by quarterback Eli Manning, erupted for 416 yards (350 of it through the air), six touchdown passes (three to receiver Odell Beckham) and 49 points.

Unfortunately, the 49 points, which would ordinarily be more than enough to record a win, didn't quite get the job done for the Giants, who were bested by the Saints' 52 points, with the deciding margin coming on a 50-yard field goal by kicker Kai Forbath as time expired.

Still, as the Sports Xchange noted, if there is a silver lining it seems the Giants ended their offensive slump. After averaging 373.6 yards per game in their first five games, the Giants' average fell to 268 yards per game in Weeks 6 and 7.

Also during that time, Manning saw his average completion percentage dip from 66.5 percent to 61.3 percent.

So, what was behind the sudden explosion on offense that saw Manning complete a season-high 73.1 percent of his passes?

"I thought we protected well, the offensive line played well," he said. "Thought we had a good down and distance, had some good play action, receivers were winning their one-on-ones," Manning said.

"When the number one wasn't open, had time to get to my second receiver or check down. I think it was a lot of first- and second-down production, and we also had a lot of opportunities. Had a lot of possessions and we were able to take advantage of it."

Besides the protection, the biggest difference for the passing game was that both of Manning's top receiving weapons, Beckham and Rueben Randle, took every snap in practice after finally coming off the team's weekly injury report.

"Two weeks prior to that, Rueben and Odell did not practice all week, so it makes it tough," Manning admitted. "The other guys, the other receivers are running a lot of reps, they're also maybe running positions that they're not actually in in the game.

"They might be doing other spots and moving all around. Come game time, they're back to their original spot, which maybe they hadn't been working at as much all week."

Practice did indeed make perfect, especially for Beckham, who has become Manning's primary target. Beckham finished with a season-high eight receptions for 130 yards, his yardage total being the second most this year.

Beckham also nearly doubled his touchdown production this season of four, missing that mark by just one score. Beckham is now tied for the most touchdowns in the NFL by a receiver with seven, and is well on his way to equaling, if not passing, last year's mark of 12.

It should probably be noted at this point that Randle was not on the practice field to start the week on Wednesday.

In addition, Dwayne Harris, who missed some plays with knee and ankle injuries, had two and Shane Vereen had eight total catches and one for a touchdown. Even Rashad Jennings had some tough runs to help sustain drives in the second half. ...

Manning went 30-for-41 passing to go with 350 yards (and the six touchdowns). He passed Joe Montana and Vinny Testaverde to move into 10th place all-time with 276 touchdown passes. For the second game in a row and the fifth time in eight games this season, he did not throw an interception.

Meanwhile, as ESPN.com's Dan Graziano noted, the Giants reach the midway point of their season with a 4-4 record, good for a half-game lead in the NFC East over Washington (a team they beat) and Philadelphia (a team they didn't). The Giants fancy themselves a resilient team, and this game offered ample evidence to support that characterization.

But especially against good quarterbacks, the defense is badly outmanned and will continue to be a problem all season. ...

Other notes of interest. ... The Giants only rushed 21 times. But Jennings got 10 of those carries and averaged 5.4 yards. He also had two catches for 31 yards. The Giants looked as though they wanted to rotate backs, with Jennings getting the first drive, Andre Williams the second andOrleans Darkwa the third, but Darkwa hurt his back and had to leave the game, Williams had 7 yards on five carries and Jennings looked as good running the ball as he has all year.

Head coach Tom Coughlin said that a bunch of players were to have MRIs on Monday for new or existing injuries. Among those believed to be scheduled were Darkwa (back), tight end Larry Donnell (neck) and receiver Victor Cruz (calf).

Donnell and Darkwa were both injured in the first half of Sunday's loss to the Saints. Coughlin did not have any feel for how much time, if any, either one would miss moving forward. Donnell is "week to week" or "day to day", Coughlin said. The tight end won't practice today.

Cruz, who has yet to play this season, has also not been able to practice save for one short attempt prior to one brief showing in Week 4 in which he didn't make it past individual drills.

While it was not clear if Cruz underwent his MRI, Coughlin, when asked if Cruz would be cleared to practice this week, said, "I have no information like that, no."

I'll be following up on Randle, Donnell, Darkwa and Cruz in coming days; watch the Late-Breaking Updates section for more. ...

And finally this week. ... Jason Pierre-Paul will return to the practice field Wednesday and Thursday in an effort to get him on the field Sunday versus the Buccaneers.

"JPP is in outstanding physical condition so we feel good about accelerating him along," Coughlin, per the team's official Twitter account.

Coughlin said the pass rusher will see "a good amount of reps" with the defense and scout teams.

It was a little more than a week ago that Pierre-Paul signed his one-year, incentive-laden contract to return to the Giants after having his index finger amputated following a July 4th fireworks mishap.

After months of being away from the team, it sounds like JPP will see the field Sunday after missing the Week 8 loss to the Saints. The defensive end said last week he expects to return to the level he played at prior to the injury. 
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QB: Eli Manning, Ryan Nassib 
RB: Rashad Jennings, Shane Vereen, Andre Williams, Orleans Darkwa 
FB: Nikita Whitlock 
WR: Odell Beckham, Rueben Randle, Dwayne Harris, Geremy Davis, Myles White, Victor Cruz 
TE: Will Tye, Jerome Cunningham, Larry Donnell 
PK: Josh Brown 
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NEW YORK JETS
As Associated Press sports writer Dennis Waszak Jr. reported, Ryan Fitzpatrick has at least one torn ligament in his left thumb and Geno Smith is dealing with a badly bruised left shoulder, leaving the Jets' quarterback situation in disarray.

"The guys are pretty sore," head coach Todd Bowles said of Fitzpatrick and Smith on Monay. "I'll have a better feel come Wednesday."

Both quarterbacks, hurt in Sunday's loss at Oakland, were able to do some throwing in Wednesday's practice.

And after that session, Bowles announced that Fitzpatrick will be the starter against Jacksonville this weekend.

An MRI exam Monday on Fitzpatrick's thumb revealed a torn ligament that will need surgery. Bowles said Fitzpatrick could potentially put it off until the offseason depending on his pain tolerance.

While it's not his throwing hand, Fitzpatrick will still face some challenges with handling the football.

"You can't just live in the shotgun," Bowles said. "You have to be able to take snaps under center, as well as be able to hand the ball off both ways."

Fitzpatrick was hurt on the first drive of the Jets' 34-20 loss when he scrambled for 12 yards and was tackled by Charles Woodson. He had his thumb taped and remained on the sideline as Smith took over -- until he, too, was injured.

Smith suffered what Bowles called "a big bruise" likely after taking a hard shot to the shoulder from David Amerson at the end of a 29-yard run down the sideline early in the fourth quarter. He remained in the game before coming out briefly -- with Fitzpatrick coming back in -- later in the quarter when he was hit in the abdomen by Ray-Ray Anderson.

"I thought in both cases, they both should've slid," Bowles said. "We've got to be smarter than that for the good of the team, but you can't fault the competitiveness. We've just got to be a lot smarter."

Smith's stat line looks decent -- 27 of 42 for 265 yards, two touchdowns, one interception -- but he also made a few poor decisions in the pocket.

Bowles said the Jets probably could bring in another quarterback as late as Wednesday morning to get that player up to speed on the offense before practice.

Fitzpatrick took over as the starting quarterback in early August when Smith had his jaw broken by a punch from then-teammate Ikemefuna Enemkpali in the locker room. Acquired in a trade with Houston in the offseason, Fitzpatrick developed a rapport with wide receivers Brandon Marshall and Eric Decker while providing a calming veteran presence for the offense.

Fitzpatrick has thrown for 1,518 yards with 11 touchdowns and seven interceptions this season. In his first action of the season in relief of Fitzpatrick on Sunday, Smith was 27 of 42 for 265 yards with two touchdowns and a pick. He also led the Jets with 34 yards rushing on two carries.

"I don't think it was that damaging (to the offense)," Bowles said of Fitzpatrick being sidelined, "because Geno has played in games and he's a starting-caliber quarterback, and I thought he did some good things."

In addition to the QBs, Marshall has toe and ankle injuries that he played through Sunday. Bowles said both are "real sore" and he isn't sure if Marshall will play against the Jaguars. "It's too early to tell right now," he said. "We'll have to see how the week progresses for him."

Marshall and Decker did not practice Wednesday. ...

Decker (six catches for 60 yards and one touchdown) played despite being listed as questionable due to a bruised knee. Devin Smith sat out the Raiders game with an injured ankle; his return this week seems unlikely based on the fact he was in a walking boot all last week.

Kenbrell Thompkins (six catches for 41 yards) impressed in his Jets debut and might be the new no. 3 receiver.

Center Nick Mangold (neck) missed the fourth game of his 10-season career on Sunday, when he didn't play in Oakland. His availability for this week is uncertain. Mangold also missed two games in 2011 and one game last season.

I'll have more on all the Jets' injured skill player via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to the Sports Xchange, the secret is out: Stop Chris Ivory (15 carries, 17 yards), stop the Jets.

Ivory had seven of his yards on one carry, which means he averaged less than a yard on his other totes. Smith and Fitzpatrick combined for 36 costly yards. The situation behind Ivory grew murkier as the usually ineffective Zac Stacy (three carries for 11 yards) played while Stevan Ridleydidn't play a snap despite being active for the first time this season.

Ridley had not been on an active roster since Oct. 12, 2014, when he suffered a torn ACL and torn MCL while playing for the Patriots.

Chris Owusu (concussions) was placed on injured reserve Monday, three days after he was waived/injured. Owusu suffered two concussions this season, the latest on Oct. 25 against the New England Patriots. He has suffered at least five concussions dating back to his days at Stanford. Owusu finished the season with six catches for 80 yards as well as 58 yards on kickoff returns.

According to ESPN.com's Adam Schefter, the Jets tried out a group of wide receivers Tuesday that included Jarrett Boykin, Aldrick Robinson, Greg Salas and Damaris Johnson. 
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QB: Ryan Fitzpatrick, Geno Smith, Bryce Petty 
RB: Chris Ivory, Zac Stacy, Bilal Powell, Stevan Ridley 
RB: Tommy Bohanon 
WR: Brandon Marshall, Eric Decker, Jeremy Kerley, Devin Smith, Kenbrell Thompkins, Quincy Enunwa 
TE: Jeff Cumberland, Kellen Davis 
PK: Nick Folk 
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OAKLAND RAIDERS
Charles Woodson was sick of hearing the talk about how the Oakland Raiders were finally competitive again after years of being overmatched.

Woodson has his eyes set on a much higher target: the playoffs.

As Associated Press sports writer Josh Dubow suggested, what might have seemed farfetched when Oakland lost a lopsided opener to Cincinnati in September is now a distinct possibility after the Raiders put together their second straight complete performance, beating the New York Jets 34-20 on Sunday.

"It's fine for some people to play from the underdog role, but I don't like it," Woodson said. "I don't like being the underdog. I want to be expected to win games. I want these guys to go out there and be expected to win games. Yeah, it's a little premature to be thinking that far ahead, playoff-wise, but there's no reason you can't think of yourself as a playoff team."

Oakland plays another playoff contender this week when the Raiders travel to Pittsburgh (4-4). A win would keep Oakland atop the AFC wild-card race with wins over two of the closest competitors in the Steelers and Jets.

What a difference a year makes.

At this point last year, the Raiders were 0-8 and on their way to 10 straight losses to open the season and 16 in a row overall. But with a new mindset instilled by Jack Del Rio's coaching staff, a potent offense led by emerging star Derek Carr and an improved defense anchored by Woodson and Khalil Mack, the Raiders are in their best position since going to the Super Bowl in 2002

Now instead of the questions last year about whether the Raiders would even win a game, the focus is on whether Oakland needs to guard against over confidence.

"I don't really understand this question of guarding against. We're a 4-3 team," Del Rio said. "We've battled each and every week. We're going to continue to battle each and every week. These kind of questions are kind of silly to me."

While Oakland reached a 5-4 mark in 2010 before finishing 8-8 and made it to 7-4 the following year before a late-season collapse left them at .500 again and out of the playoffs, the success this season appears to be more lasting.

According to ESPN.com's Bill Williamson, Carr is a big reason for the long-suffering Raiders' turnaround.

The Raiders finally have a quarterback. Over the first seven games of his second NFL season, Carr has shown the potential he exhibited as a rookie -- the No. 36 overall draft pick was the only rookie to start all 16 games last season -- was not a fluke.

In fact, potential may no longer be a fair operating description. As Williamson put it: "The guy is delivering. Now. He is an NFL difference-maker."

After a short run of average play, Carr has been outstanding in the past two games. He has thrown seven touchdowns and led Oakland to 71 points combined against the Chargers and Jets.

New York has a top-flight secondary, but it didn't look like it Sunday. Carr threw four touchdown passes and finished 23-of-36 for 333 yards and no interceptions. The last Oakland quarterback to throw for four touchdowns, 300 yards and no interceptions was Rich Gannon in 2002. Carr, 24 years and 218 days old, is the youngest Raiders quarterback to throw for 300 yards and four touchdowns in a game.

"Derek played very, very well," Del Rio said. "He made great decisions all game."

Carr's growth was evident against the Jets, who entered the game blitzing at the highest rate in the NFL at 47 percent of all opponents' dropbacks. On Sunday, they blitzed Carr on 61 percent of his dropbacks, according to ESPN Stats & Information research.

However, Carr made them pay. Three of Carr's touchdowns passes came when New York blitzed him. He had three touchdown passes against the blitz in the first six games of the season.

Carr struggled against the blitz as a rookie. But he's not a rookie anymore. He is better in all facets of the game. It was on display Sunday. Carr went after future Hall of Fame cornerback Darrelle Revis on the first play of the game. It was an overthrow, but it set the tone for the Raiders.

Carr was letting the Jets know he wasn't afraid and would be the one setting the game's pace.

"He's always so calm, he's our leader," left tackle Donald Penn said. "He's a tremendous leader. He's making us all look good."

Penn, of course, was being humble, like his young quarterback. The truth is, the Raiders have a lot of weapons and it is helping Carr get better. His four touchdowns passes were dispersed to three players, none of them went to standout rookie Amari Cooper.

The Raiders are onto something offensively, and it all centers around their up-and-coming star quarterback.

So with Carr playing better than any quarterback for the Raiders since Rich Gannon was winning the MVP in 2002, Oakland has a core to build around with fellow youngsters like Mack, Cooper, Latavius Murray, TJ Carrie, Gabe Jackson and Mario Edwards Jr.

But they also know there is plenty of work to be done to achieve their goal of a playoff berth.

"We can't come out next week and not do the same thing," Penn said. "We've got to keep this thing going, and that's the thing I'm trying to express to the team. Let's keep building."

Other notes of interest. ... Wide receiver Andre Holmes, who led the Raiders in receiving yardage last season, has been pegged at No.4 in the current pecking order behind Cooper, Michael Crabtree and Seth Roberts.

Holmes got 28 snaps against the Jets (Roberts had 32) but cashed in with a pair of touchdown receptions from 5 and 49 yards.

"I was happy to get the opportunities and happy to make plays out of those opportunities," Holmes said. "The first one was a fade, and D.C. knew where to put it. On the second, I wasn't the primary, but D.C. has a lot of confidence in me on that route. ..."

Running back and special teams gunner Taiwan Jones scored his first NFL touchdown, taking a simple dump-off from Carr and racing 59 yards for a touchdown. The fastest Raider on the roster since he arrived, Jones was drafted as a running back by Al Davis, later shifted to defense, then returned to offense.

All the while, Jones made a name for himself as a special teams gunner.

Jones said afterward he was happy to be able to demonstrate the skill for which Davis had faith in him.

"I thought about cutting it back in, but I was like, `You know what? I'm just going to go,'" Jones said. "Once I hit that gear, I was gone.

Murray seems to have moved past a short slump. The Jets have a terrific run defense, allowing just 71 yards a game. Yet, Murray had 113 yards on 20 carries. Murray was explosive and too much for the Jets at times. He is an intriguing dynamic to this pass-happy offense. 
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QB: Derek Carr, Matthew McGloin 
RB: Latavius Murray, Taiwan Jones, Roy Helu 
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 Associated Press sports writer Rob Maaddi framed it: "The team Chip Kelly coached was much better than the one he put together. ..."

After going 20-13, including playoffs, in his first two seasons as coach-only of the Eagles, Kelly won a power struggle and took control of personnel decisions. He then overhauled a roster made up of players he inherited and guys selected by former general manager Howie Roseman.

With Kelly calling all the shots now, the Eagles are off to a 3-4 start coming off their bye. They're still in the mix in a mediocre NFC East, but hardly seem capable of winning if they even make the playoffs.

Of course, Kelly has an optimistic view.

"We are a good football team. We just need to clean things up," he said.

Kelly firmly believes in his system and his decisions, especially the bold ones. If the Eagles lose, he blames it on poor execution. He says he picked the right players. They just have to do their job better.

His two biggest offseason acquisitions were Sam Bradford and DeMarco Murray. Bradford is struggling and Murray has been a major disappointment after leading the NFL in rushing last season with Dallas.

Bradford's passer rating (76.0) is fourth worst in the league, his average yards per completion (6.5) is third worst and he has 10 interceptions. But Kelly isn't considering benching Bradford for Mark Sanchez, who had more success running the offense last season after Nick Foles got hurt.

"I think our quarterback is playing well," Kelly said. "I have been very pleased with Sam."

Benching Bradford means Kelly is acknowledging he made a bad move trading Foles and a 2016 second-round pick to St. Louis to get him, so it's no surprise he's sticking with his man.

As for Murray, he's been Philadelphia's third-best running back behind Ryan Mathews and Darren Sproles. Mathews is averaging 6.1 yards per carry to Murray's 3.5. Matthews has 342 yards rushing to Murray's 307. Yet Murray has 32 more carries.

Kelly avoids direct questions about their playing time by insisting running backs coach Duce Staley is responsible for rotating the three backs. That would seem as if Kelly's deflecting blame, but he's not.

"Duce does a great job with those guys, and I have full trust in Duce doing that," he said.

Murray got a bigger contract in free agency ($42 million to $11.5 million for Mathews) so he might be getting a bulk of the work to justify the signing.

"Not at all," Kelly said, denying that theory.

Murray and Mathews were signed after Kelly traded two-time All-Pro LeSean McCoy to Buffalo for linebacker Kiko Alonso. While McCoy is having a so-so season for the Bills, Alonso has only played two games after re-injuring the surgically repaired knee that forced him to miss the 2014 season.

The questionable decisions don't stop there.

Kelly let Pro Bowl wide receiver Jeremy Maclin walk away in free agency and replaced him with first-round pick Nelson Agholor. The rookie has eight catches and Philadelphia's receivers lead the NFL in drops.

"I don't think it's talent," Kelly said. "I just think it's sometimes a concentration issue with some of those guys."

And there seems to be a bigger overall issue.

As ESPN.com's Phil Sheridan pointed out, the plan throughout the preseason was for the Eagles to become a very run-oriented offense. That's hard to do in the modern NFL, but after seven mediocre games, Sheridan believes it's time for Kelly to commit fully to the ground game.

Over the first seven games, the Eagles' running backs have carried the ball 175 times. Bradford has thrown the ball 274 times, with another 13 pass plays ending in sacks.

That's 287 called pass plays and 175 rushes. That is out of whack.

Certainly, the nature of the games affects the play calling. The Eagles have been outscored 33-10 in first quarters. That means they are falling behind, and Kelly is feeling the need to throw the ball more to catch up.

But Sheridan contends that sticking with the run would be a start.

Give Mathews the additional carries, and that would answer critics who think he should be ahead of Murray anyway. Instead of 25 rushes per game and 41 pass plays, Sheridan argues the Eagles should be at about 35 of each. That's more carries for a back who could use them and fewer risks for Bradford passes to turn into interceptions.

When Agholor is healthy (and he returned to practice Tuesday and worked fully again on Wednesday after sitting out the previous two weeks with an ankle injury), make him the focal point of the passing game. The New York Giants did that about this time last year with Odell Beckham It turned out pretty well.

Sheridan concedes that Agholor is not Beckham, but he has shown glimpses of being a dynamic playmaker with excellent speed. "He is clearly more explosive than Riley Cooper, Miles Austin and Jordan Matthews," Sheridan wrote. "Get him involved early and let Bradford develop a connection with him.

"Through seven games, Agholor has eight receptions for 105 yards. That should be a typical game's production, not half a season's. The more the Eagles throw to Agholor, the less they throw to Matthews, which should help him break his habit of dropping passes."

Tight end Zach Ertz had his best game of the season against Carolina. He had five catches for a season-high 63 yards. More importantly, all five of his catches picked up first downs. He has 10 first-down receptions in the last three games. He had three in the first four games. Last year, Ertz had 42 receptions for first downs.

Heavier usage of Ertz could help too.

At least the defense is doing well.

The Eagles play at Dallas (2-4) and the Cowboys won't have Tony Romo back for that game. They already dominated the Giants (4-3) and get a rematch against the Redskins (3-4) at home.

The division will come down to the team playing the best in December and the Eagles have three straight home games before finishing on the road against the Giants.

One last note here. ... Mathews (groin) was a limited participant in Wednesday's practice; he is expected to play Sunday night. 
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QB: Sam Bradford, Mark Sanchez, Stephen Morris 
RB: DeMarco Murray, Ryan Mathews, Darren Sproles, Kenjon Barner 
WR: Jordan Matthews, Nelson Agholor, Josh Huff, Riley Cooper, Miles Austin, Seyi Ajirotutu 
TE: Brent Celek, Zach Ertz, Trey Burton 
PK: Caleb Sturgis 
=========================

=========================
PITTSBURGH STEELERS
The Steelers will play the rest of the season without running back Le'Veon Bell after he was placed on injured reserve due to the knee injury he sustained last Sunday and head coach Mike Tomlin outlined the team's plans in the backfield without him on Tuesday.

Tomlin said that it's "a multi-man job replacing the skill-set" that Bell brings to the offense, but he pointed in the expected direction when discussing the man who will be taking on the biggest role in Bell's absence.

"We're going to rally around DeAngelo Williams. This is not his first rodeo, either professionally or with us," Tomlin said. "He did a great job for us over the first couple of weeks of the season when Le'Veon was out, and we'll get back to him being the featured guy in our backfield and supplementing the other guys around him."

Bell finished second in the league in yards from scrimmage last season, in part because of his incredible ability as a receiver. He was the second leading receiver on a team that threw for 5,000 yards last year and was playing even better this season.

He was averaging more than 100 yards rushing-per-game this season before Sunday, looking leaner than ever with his uniquely patient stop-and-start running style.

But Williams had 204 yards and three touchdowns on 41 carries in two starts when Bell was suspended to start the season and chipped in 71 yards on nine carries last weekend against Cincinnati. Williams may not bring all of the same things to the table that Bell does, but he's shown he can produce alongside the overall offensive talent in Pittsburgh this season.

"We've been here before," Williams said. "For about eight or nine years, I've been a starter in this league and I started the first two games in the season. I know why (the Steelers) brought me here and I'm going to play my role. If that's what they need me to do, then I'm going to do it."

As Associated Press sports writer Dan Scifo reminded readers, Williams, who signed a two-year contract with the Steelers in March, spent his first nine seasons in Carolina, where he held just about every significant rushing record in Panthers history. The Steelers brought in the veteran to take some of the workload off Bell, the 23-year-old All-Pro who finished second in the league with 1,361 rushing and 2,215 all-purpose yards in his second season.

Now, the 32-year-old Williams is the starter.

"I want to step in and try to do my job the best that I can," Williams said. "I don't want to do it like Le'Veon because I think we're two different runners and we bring different dimensions to the team."

Bell left during the second quarter of Sunday's loss against Cincinnati after he took an 8-yard pass from quarterback Ben Roethlisberger and his right knee bent underneath him at an awkward angle while he was brought down by Bengals linebacker Vontaze Burfict near the sideline.

"Any time you lose your star running back it's disheartening, but you have to stick together," wide receiver Antonio Brown said. "There's a lot more football left to play."

That's where Williams comes in as he tries to help a 4-4 team that lost its second straight on Sunday and fell 3½ games behind unbeaten Cincinnati in the AFC North.

The Steelers are confident he'll be able to carry the load the rest of the way.

"He's more than capable," Steelers tight end Heath Miller said. "He's a great player in his own right, and when he steps into the huddle, we know we have a big playmaker in there."

Jordan Todman, Dri Archer and the newly-signed Isaiah Pead join Williams on the depth chart. Tomlin said Pead will need some time to familiarize himself with the team's offense and that they'll "consider how to utilize" him down the road. ...

For the record, Tomlin told reporters Tuesday that Bell's ACL is intact, which helps his recovery. Team doctors are discussing Bell's case and rehab plan, but assume he'll be back up to full speed well in advance of training camp. ...

Other notes of interest. ... As ESPN.com's Jeremy Fowler noted, Ben Roethlisberger looked like a guy who just missed a month of football against the Bengals, but his physical play wasn't the problem. He didn't look hobbled coming off that sprained MCL and bone bruise. He just seemed completely out of rhythm during parts of the game and tried to force plays unnecessarily as a result.

"I let this team down and I let the fans down," Roethlisberger said. "This one is on me and I'm taking the blame and letting everyone know I have to play better."

The Steelers' offense got comfortable in the final drive, pushing into red zone territory with four seconds left. But it wasn't enough. A well-contested attempt to Brown sailed out of the end zone.

The wide receivers couldn't get rolling. Martavis Bryant was nonexistent for much of the game. The Bengals were giving him extra attention, which helps explain his four catches for 49 yards (much of which came on the final drive). But Bryant didn't make the plays he usually makes, including a crucial look in the back of the end zone in the second half.

Brown and Markus Wheaton each dropped a pass.

On a more positive note, Heath Miller is back to recording 80-plus-yard games again. It was a matter of time. Roethlisberger loves throwing to him. He's not guaranteed for big production every week, but when defenses take away the outside, Roethlisberger has no problems dumping to Miller over the middle.

Miller led the Steelers with 10 receptions against the Bengals. It tied his single-game high, achieved last year against Tampa, and with 105 yards went over 100 yards in a game for the first time in his career.

Roethlisberger became the 16th player in NFL history to throw for 40,000 yards. He became the fifth active quarterback to reach 40,000 yards, joining Peyton and Eli Manning, Drew Brees and Tom Brady. He reached the milestone in his 163rd game, achieving the mark in the fifth-fewest games. Roethlisberger also extended his streak to 34 consecutive home games with at least one touchdown pass. It's the second-longest active streak in the NFL and is the fifth-longest in NFL history.

Chris Boswell made his only field-goal attempt against the Bengals and is now 8-for-8 since joining the Steelers in Week 5. 
[image: image48]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 CT  [image: image49]
QB: Ben Roethlisberger, Landry Jones, Michael Vick 
RB: DeAngelo Williams, Dri Archer, Jordan Todman, Isaiah Pead 
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
According to Associated Press sports writer R.B. Fallstrom, "More and more, it's looking like the St. Louis Rams are for real. ..."

It's true. They've got a consistent threat in Todd Gurley, the first rookie in NFL history to rush for 125 or more yards in his first four starts. They've got a dominant defense that has allowed just four field goals the last two weeks. And they're showing more diversity on offense.

The Rams (4-3) would have had 200 yards rushing while also getting strong production from backup Tre Mason had they not lost a yard on three kneel-downs at the end of Sunday's 27-6 victory over the San Francisco 49ers. Nick Foles likely would have thrown for 200 yards for the first time since the opener -- he ended with 191 -- had the win not been in hand.

St. Louis is above .500 in November for the first time since 2006, and guarding against playoff talk.

The next step will be trying to win three in a row for the first time since 2012, their first season under head coach Jeff Fisher. The Rams are 2 1-2-point underdogs this week at Minnesota (5-2), which whipped them 34-6 in the opener last year in St. Louis.

Fisher said Monday that players hadn't been overly enthusiastic after the victory, taking it in stride.

"Their mood after the game was good," Fisher said. "This was, 'OK, we got through it, we won, but we've got to play much better. You can't be satisfied."

There is plenty of source material to keep the team grounded. The Rams were just 1 for 12 on third downs on Sunday, the lone exception Tavon Austin's 66-yard touchdown reception off a short pass on third-and-3 in the fourth quarter.

The last two games, they're a paltry 2 for 21 on third downs.

"That just doesn't get it done," Fisher said after the game. "Pleased with the win, don't misunderstand me. We still have a lot of room for improvement."

But the simultaneous emergence of Gurley and Austin has worked well.

The duo have combined for 265 of the Rams' 388 yards of offense and accounted for all three of the team's touchdowns. But their success as a duo isn't just a function of adding their numbers together at the end of the day.

Gurley and Austin are able to enjoy individual success in large part because of what they can do for each other.

Gurley had 138 rush yards between the tackles Sunday, according to ESPN Stats & Info research, with one run outside going for a loss of 5. He is averaging 6.9 yards per rush between the tackles this season, best in the NFL among qualified rushers.

"[Gurley] does all the inside work and I try to get around the ends, get around the sides and get all those passes," Austin said. "Just because of how the linebackers have got to play. They just can't drop back, they've got to respect the running game and that's what he's doing. He's giving me opportunities on the outside."

Despite Gurley's early success -- he set a record for the most rushing yards by a player in his first four starts since the merger Sunday -- defenses still haven't been loading up the box to stop him on a regular basis. And when they have, the Rams haven't handed it off much. Before Sunday's game, Gurley had run six times for 3 yards with eight or more defenders in the box.

Austin is one of the primary reasons that teams have been hesitant to do it.

"It's just good playing with a guy like him," Gurley said. "He's a dual threat that can be in the backfield, in the slot, everywhere."

The threat of Austin lining up anywhere, along with Gurley's home run ability as a runner, is precisely what the Rams had in mind when they spent top-10 picks on Austin and Gurley in 2013 and 2015, respectively. The onus has fallen on new offensive coordinator Frank Cignetti and Foles to help make it work.

And though Austin's part of the equation is still a work in progress -- the Rams would like to get him the ball more -- there's no denying that Gurley and Austin have the makings of a heavyweight one-two punch.

Seven games into their partnership, they have combined for 1,089 yards of total offense and 10 touchdowns, including Austin's punt return in the season opener. That's 50 percent of the team's offensive yards and 71 percent of its touchdowns on offense or special teams. Between the two of them, Austin and Gurley have scored the Rams' last seven offensive touchdowns.

"Those are two dynamic players that are extremely explosive," Foles said. "Once they get in the open field, they do electrifying things. So, you have a receiver that can go in the backfield and do a bunch of things. Then, you have Todd who, when he runs he runs the ball, it's something special. [I'm] so fortunate to be a quarterback to be able to play with those guys."

The biggest question? Who is faster?

Gurley, a former Team USA track star, concedes that Austin's 4.34 40-yard dash time would best him in a competition.

"I'm 225 [pounds]," Gurley said, laughing. "I can't beat a guy that's 180."

Fortunately for the Rams, it's opposing defenses that have to try to keep up. And fantasy owners are making out like bandits. ...

A few more notes on Gurley: He has rushed for 566 yards, the most ever by a rookie in his first four starts. Billy Sims had the previous high with 539.

The 71-yard touchdown run was his fourth gain of at least 48 yards, and those four runs totaled 226 yards, 39.3 percent of his 575 total. Gurley also has nine runs of 20 yards or more, totaling 344 yards, which is 59.8 percent of his total yardage. His other 85 attempts have gained 231 yards (2.7 per carry).

Finally, the 629 yards he has gained from scrimmage in his four starts is 46.3 percent of the Rams' total yardage of 1,358. ...

Imagine what he'll do when he's 100 percent.

Asked by reporters on Tuesday whether Gurley is 100 percent, Fisher once again said, "No." Asked to identify what Gurley hasn't shown yet, Fisher didn't hesitate: "You haven't seen a 200 yard rushing day out of him."

And Fisher is confident we'll see it. "It'll happen," Fisher said. ...

Also of interest. ... According to the Sports Xchange, the best part of the passing game, aside from the big plays to Austin and Jared Cook was the fact that Foles wasn't sacked, the protection was better, and he didn't throw an interception.

Foles' passer rating was 101.9, largely because of the 66-yard play to Austin and a 49-yard play to Cook. Those two plays catapulted his average yards per attempt to 8.30. In his other 21 attempts, that average was just 3.62.

Brian Quick is still mostly forgotten. Quick played 35 snaps, but had one reception in one target for five yards. Kenny Britt was the target of two early deep passes that were incomplete and wasn't targeted again.

Wideout Bradley Marquez, who made the roster as an undrafted free agent because of his special teams prowess, played four snaps on offense and had his first NFL reception, for five yards.

And finally. ... Running back Trey Watts has been suspended indefinitely for violating the NFL's Substance Abuse Policy. 
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QB: Nick Foles, Case Keenum, Sean Mannion 
RB: Todd Gurley, Tre Mason, Benny Cunningham, Chase Reynolds 
WR: Kenny Britt, Tavon Austin, Stedman Bailey, Brian Quick, Bradley Marquez 
TE: Jared Cook, Lance Kendricks, Cory Harkey, Justice Cunningham 
PK: Greg Zuerlein 
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SAN DIEGO CHARGERS
The Chargers and fantasy owners received bad news Tuesday: Wide receiver Keenan Allen underwent a procedure for a lacerated kidney and has been placed on injured reserve, meaning he is done for the remainder of the season.

Allen suffered the kidney injury Sunday against the Ravens while hauling in a 13-yard reception for a score. Allen came down awkwardly and remained on the field for several minutes while being attended to by trainers before getting up and being helped to the locker room.

In addition, running back Branden Oliver and outside linebacker Tourek Williams were placed on IR as well.

Oliver suffered a turf toe injury against the Ravens and hoped to get back on the field. However, the Chargers apparently needed the roster spot, placing him on the injured reserve list. Oliver ends his second NFL season with 31 carries for 108 yards (3.5 yards per carry) and 13 catches for 112 yards. He also returned eight kickoffs for 197 yards (24.6 yards per return).

Meanwhile, the Chargers ran out of patience with Jacoby Jones and released the 31-year-old returner Tuesday.

Jones had signed a two-year, $5.5 million deal with the Chargers in free agency to add juice to San Diego's return game, but through eight games, he did not meet expectations.

He suffered a high-ankle sprain in the team's season opener against the Detroit Lions, which forced him to miss three games.

Jones was averaging just 21.4 yards per return this season. In his nine-year career, that is his lowest since his rookie season in 2007 with the Houston Texans. Jones has minus-4 punt return yards in 2015.

With the open roster spots, the Chargers promoted cornerback Greg Ducre and receiver Javontee Herndon from the practice squad to the active roster. The Chargers also brought back center J.D. Walton.

During exhibition play, Herndon averaged 10.7 yards per punt return, including a long of 30 yards.

Getting back to the bigger story. ... In his third year, Allen was on pace for an historic season statistically. Through eight games, the 23-year-old has 67 receptions for 725 yards and four touchdowns.

With 67 catches, Allen is tied for the second-most receptions through the first eight games of a season in NFL history.

While the Chargers will certainly miss Allen, San Diego has depth at receiver and should find a way to replace his production.

Veterans Malcom Floyd and Stevie Johnson will step in to fill the void on the perimeter. Along with those two, the Chargers will look to get tight ends Antonio Gates and Ladarius Green, along with Danny Woodhead, more involved on third down.

Dontrelle Inman is a capable backup who mainly contributes on special teams, but can play meaningful snaps on offense.

Green (ankle) was among the Chargers walking gingerly Monday, one day after the team had at least 12 players exit at various points with injuries. Gates (knee) was able to play Sunday but was compromised. Gates was on the practice field Wednesday; Green was not.

But as ESPN.com's Eric D. Williams notes, ultimately, having a quarterback like Philip Rivers makes the loss of a talented player like Allen easier. Rivers completed passes to 10 different receivers last week in a close loss against the Ravens.

Having an accurate passer who has full command of the offense will help the Chargers stay on schedule in the passing game with the team's No. 1 target not available.

But how much can the team ask Rivers to do?

According to San Diego Union-Tribune staffer Michael Gehlken, it's become a weekly question for head coach Mike McCoy. He gives a variation of the same answer.

"He's one of the best -- if not the best -- in the business," McCoy said again Monday when asked about another stellar performance by Rivers.

Not surprisingly, no 2-6 team in at least the last six years has had a quarterback as statistically lofty as Rivers, who has a 102.1 rating. How much better Rivers is than any of the other quarterbacks of those teams is a little shocking. The quarterbacks of the 21 other teams since 2010 that have lost six of their first eight games had an average rating of 81.1. None of the other QBs had a rating higher than 94.9.

During a Tuesday appearance with the FootballDiehards on SiriusXM Fantasy Sports Radio, Gehlken told listeners that McCoy gets openly emotional when he talks about Rivers' efforts this season.

Recently, McCoy said, "When you prepare the way he does, he deserves (better)."

He does. But he's not going to get it this season. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Also according to Gehlken, Floyd is not slowing down as his career winds down. In fact, Floyd has played more over the last season-and-a-half than in any similar span in his career -- by far.

After leading all Chargers receivers with 942 offensive plays in 2014, Floyd is second to Keenan Allen this season with 417. Floyd played 64 of the Chargers' 67 snaps Sunday in Baltimore and caught four passes for 92 yards and had his first two-touchdown game since 2010.

Floyd, 34, plans to retire after the season. ...

After not starting last week against the Oakland Raiders due to an ankle injury and fumbling issues, Melvin Gordon was back in the starting lineup against the Ravens. The rookie running back looked tentative and struggled, finishing with 18 carries for 54 yards. 
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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 
TE: Antonio Gates, John Phillips, David Johnson, Ladarius Green 
PK: Josh Lambo 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS
Well. ... This isn't going well.

According to multiple reports, Colin Kaepernick was told on Monday night that he won't start Sunday for the 49ers and is being replaced by backup Blaine Gabbert.

Head coach Jim Tomsula, who offered a pretty good hint earlier in the week by saying "we're evaluating everyone," on the heels of a 27-6 loss at St. Louis and a second straight game without a touchdown and third in five, confirmed the change on Wednesday.

So, Kaepernick has been benched for his birthday, as he turned 28 on Tuesday. In a strange twist, it was three years ago in November 2012 when Kaepernick was promoted to replace Alex Smith and he wound up leading San Francisco back to the Super Bowl and a three-point loss to Baltimore. Kaepernick made his first career start on Nov. 19, 2012, for former coach Jim Harbaugh.

Former first-round pick Gabbert completed 23 of 28 passes in the preseason -- for an 82.1 completion percentage -- for 203 yards, one touchdown and no interceptions and a 108.8 passer rating. He has stood by locker mate and friend Kaepernick, and they have regularly eaten lunch together, especially last week when a report said Kaepernick was alone "on an island" in the locker room.

"This whole team sees Kap on an everyday basis, we see him 15 hours a day in meetings," Gabbert said. "Unless those stories are coming from in here they're false."

As Associated Press sports writer Janie McCauley noted, Tomsula had always said Kaepernick was his quarterback and made that commitment almost weekly during San Francisco's struggles this season -- until Monday.

The coach said every player is being evaluated and he didn't name his starting quarterback for a home game Sunday against Atlanta.

"We're evaluating everything right now, we're in the middle of it right now. I don't have any comments on any position on our field right now," Tomsula said. "We're evaluating everyone. I'm not going to have any further comment, I'm just telling you we're evaluating everyone."

Later Monday, the 49ers traded tight end Vernon Davis to the Denver Broncos for a pair of late-round draft picks.

Kaepernick is taking a seat at least this week for a franchise searching for any possible spark after another dismal day on offense. The Niners are 0-3 in the NFC West. They have their bye week next week.

"It needs a jolt, and needs it from every position," fullback Bruce Miller said. "I know that we can play better at all 11 spots and until we do that and play together as a group, I think it's fair to say that every position is under review because we've got to play together as a group, not as individuals."

Kaepernick has passed for just 286 yards the last two games for the Niners (2-6), raising questions for weeks now whether a big change was needed. Perhaps more than just the quarterback, too.

Tomsula wouldn't say when a decision would be announced, only that, "We'll make those decisions when we've got those things done at every position, every position ... Colin didn't play good enough, neither did the team, the San Francisco 49ers didn't play good enough."

Gabbert was impressive in the preseason for San Francisco. Jacksonville selected him 10th overall in the 2011 draft.

"I know where we're going with this questioning. I'm not going down that road," Tomsula said. "I've got a lot of respect for Blaine Gabbert."

The defense has appreciated what Gabbert brings every week on the scout team to prepare the Niners for the upcoming opponent's quarterback.

"That's coach's decision. Every position is under evaluation each and every week. That motivates every guy at every position to go out and work a little bit harder. ... And can be held accountable," defensive lineman Quinton Dial said, then noted of Gabbert: "He definitely goes about his business as a professional. He shows up, works hard each and every day and gives us a great look on the scout team."

Tomsula said he is comfortable with his coordinators -- Geep Chryst on offense and Eric Mangini on defense -- going forward. The coach also noted he is meeting weekly with CEO Jed York and general manager Trent Baalke.

"I'm not at a self-doubt place now," Tomsula when asked about his own frame of mind. ...

Meanwhile, the team signed running back Pierre Thomas on Tuesday to bolster the position given a rash of recent injuries. The team also announced that running back Reggie Bush was placed on the season-ending injured reserve list after he hurt his left knee in Sunday's loss at St. Louis.

Thomas hasn't played this year after spending his first eight seasons with New Orleans, making 38 starts and appearing in 105 games with 818 carries for 3,745 yards and 28 touchdowns. He also had 327 catches for 2,608 yards and 12 touchdowns.

San Francisco also signed running back Shaun Draughn on Monday to boost the position with Bush, Carlos Hyde and Mike Davis all injured.

Hyde missed Sunday's game with a stress fracture in his left foot while Bush was expected to have surgery because of the injury he sustained when he slipped on concrete out of bounds against the Rams. Hyde was not on the practice field Wednesday.

Ian Rapoport of NFL Network reports that Davis fractured his hand during Sunday's loss to the Rams.

That left Kendall Gaskins as the only healthy running back on the 53-man roster by the end of the game. The team released Jarryd Hayne to make room for Gaskins on Saturday; Hayne was added back to the practice squad on Tuesday.

In addition, tight end Garrett Celek is going through the league's concussion protocol. ...

Anquan Boldin was inactive for Sunday's game against St. Louis because of a hamstring injury. That decision was made shortly before game time. The 49ers' leading receiver likely will return for this week's game against Atlanta but he wasn't on the practice field Wednesday.

Other notes of interest. ... Jerome Simpson was targeted 10 times in his 49ers debut Sunday against the Rams, catching three for 34 yards. Simpson was playing in his first game since 2013 after having been released by the Vikings and then put on suspension by the NFL. Simpson was in on 33 of the 49ers' 67 offensive snaps.

Vance McDonald likely will replace Davis as the 49ers' starting tight end. McDonald had one catch for 13 yards in Sunday's loss to St. Louis.

Phil Dawson ran his streak of consecutive made field goals to 13 with a pair, including a season-best 54-yarder. Dawson also belted a 48-yard punt in relief of injured P Bradley Pinion. 
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QB: Blaine Gabbert, Colin Kaepernick 
RB: Kendall Gaskins, Pierre Thomas, Shaun Draughn, Carlos Hyde, Mike Davis 
FB: Bruce Miller 
WR: Anquan Boldin, Torrey Smith, Jerome Simpson, Quinton Patton, Bruce Ellington, DeAndrew White 
TE: Vance McDonald, Garrett Celek, Blake Bell 
PK: Phil Dawson 
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SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
According to Associated Press sports writer Tim Booth, while their concern remained with teammate Ricardo Lockette undergoing neck surgery, the Seahawks scattered for their bye week on Monday understanding the importance of getting back to .500 at the midpoint of the season.

That might not be considered much of an accomplishment after beating Dallas 13-12 that evened Seattle's record at 4-4. Even head coach Pete Carroll made a crack about it on Monday saying it was "nothing to be shouting about."

But getting to that mark before taking a needed break leaves many of Seattle's goals from before the season in its own control heading into the final eight games. That includes remaining the dominant team in the NFC West as Seattle has two games remaining against division-leading Arizona and one game with second-place St. Louis.

That the Seahawks came through on both sides of the football in the fourth quarter to get a second straight road victory was important.

Given that all four losses the team has suffered this season have come due to an inability to execute in the fourth quarter, Sunday's performance was a welcome sight for the Seahawks.

"Finish was there like we want it to be on both sides of the ball," Carroll said.

Seattle's defense held Dallas to four yards of total offense on three fourth quarter possessions.

Meanwhile, Seattle's offense put up 129 yards in the final quarter and marched on a nearly six-minute drive for the winning field goal. The 17-play, 79-yard drive lasted 5:35 and gave Dallas just over a minute to attempt a game-winning drive of their own.

The drive allowed Seattle to overcome having an attempted go-ahead field goal by Steven Hauschka blocked on the previous possession.

After converting only 1-of-6 third down opportunities through three quarters, Seattle converted 4-of-6 chances in the fourth quarter to help keep the winning drive alive.

"Russell ran on one of them and we hit a couple nice ones," Carroll said. "Good use of the game plan we had going in. Just good execution. I think really focused and the discipline came through right there for us in a big way."

The Seahawks offensive line protected quarterback Russell Wilson well. He was not sacked for the first time this season. Wilson has been sacked a league-high 31 times through eight weeks despite the clean sheet by the offensive line on Sunday. However, it was a positive step forward for a group that has been maligned all season for its struggles.

"We protected the quarterback today," Carroll said. "We legitimately did it. Russell was able to stand in there and do his thing."

Nevertheless, Seattle had four three-and-outs in five offensive possessions in the second and third quarters as the offense struggled to get first downs.

The Seahawks also failed to convert either of their two possessions inside the Dallas 20-yard line into touchdowns.

Wilson made some poor decisions on which throws to attempt given the situations at times. He also was a little inaccurate at times, which led to a couple missed completion opportunities.

The Seahawks struggled to find significant running room against Dallas.

Marshawn Lynch had 71 yards on 21 carries. Seattle averaged 3.6 yards per carry, with Wilson picking up the most consistent yardage on scrambles and option runs.

Still, Hauschka's 24-yard field goal gave Seattle the lead with 1:06 left to play. The defense held and managed to force a four-and-out from Dallas' offense, even after a 15-yard personal foul on Michael Bennett on the first snap of the final drive. ...

Lockette sustained ligament damage in his neck during Sunday's game and underwent surgery Monday, according to a team spokesman.

Carroll, during his weekly appearance on 710 ESPN Seattle, said Lockette will not play again this season.

Asked if the injury could be career-ending, Carroll said, "We don't know that."

The Seahawks spokesman said in a statement that Lockette, who had the surgery at Baylor University Medical Center in Dallas, has "full motion and feeling in all extremities" and that the prognosis is good.

Lockette took to Twitter on Monday to thank fans for their support.

A fifth-year player, Lockette, 29, was running with Cowboys cornerback Byron Jones on punt coverage when Heath hit him. Lockette lay motionless on his right side while medical personnel rushed onto the field to tend to him. As he was carted off, his eyes were open, and Lockette raised his right arm to the sky. He had movement in both hands.

Heath was whistled for a personal foul penalty on the play for what officials called a blindside block. ...

Other notes of interest. ... According to ESPN.com's Sheil Kapadia, he didn't get in the end zone, but this was an encouraging performance by Jimmy Graham. He finished with seven catches for 75 yards on 10 targets. The Seahawks flexed Graham out wide on several occasions and had success going to him on slants and other intermediate routes.

Through the first eight games, he hasn't had a defined role. That's something the coaches need to get worked out during the bye.

Carroll said the ankle injury suffered by Luke Willson is the only one that could linger after the week off. Everyone else that was injured in the game, including receiver Chris Matthews (ankle) should return to practice, Carroll said. ...

Paul Richardson (knee) is back to full speed after practicing all of last week. He was not activated from PUP prior to the game against Dallas but could fill the roster spot being vacated by Lockette's move to injured reserve. 
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The Seahawks are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
According to ESPN.com's Matt Winkeljohn, not long after the bleakest moments in Sunday's game, when the Buccaneers surrendered the ball upon being jammed on fourth-and-1 late and then gave away the last of a 17-point second-half lead, Jameis Winston and his teammates stood taller than they had all season.

Their 23-20 overtime win against the Falcons was no work of art. But if strength is gained through the defeat of adversity, then Tampa Bay is right to not only feel good about wiping away a year-old nightmare but also better positioning itself for the future.

Winston's passing numbers -- he completed 16 of 29 for 177 yards and a touchdown -- were pedestrian. Yet the poise the rookie played with during his third straight game without a turnover, and on the winning drive, offered windows into the promise that made the former Florida State star the No. 1 overall pick in the draft.

Winston sure didn't look like a newbie while completing three third-down passes in overtime, when Tampa Bay went 68 yards on 15 plays over 7:08 to set up the 31-yard Connor Barth field goal that would hold up for the win.

"He was confident and calm," head coach Lovie Smith said. "Each week, he has shown more leadership."

Plenty of other Bucs made huge plays as Tampa Bay exorcised the demons of a 56-14 loss in Atlanta a season ago.

Another rookie, linebacker Kwon Alexander, was the outright star of the day. He registered a game-high 11 combined tackles and assists, adding an interception and a fumble recovery with another interception called back.

The Bucs had four takeaways and did not turn the ball over once. Tampa Bay (3-4) has to like its chances all the more in preparing for a three-game run through NFC East teams New York, Dallas and Philadelphia. The Falcons (6-2) have beaten all three.

"We grew up," running back Doug Martin said after rushing for 71 hard-earned yards.

Or, as wide receiver Mike Evans said after catching three passes for 48 yards, the Bucs took last season's blowout as fuel to add to the fire of a terribly disappointing 31-30 loss a week earlier at Washington.

Several players remember the blowout in the Georgia Dome.

"Absolutely," Evans said. "That should never, ever happen again with the talent that we have, and we got our revenge."

The addition of Winston has helped. "He an awesome talent, and he's making all the right decisions," Evans said. "He's doing what coaches are asking."

Winston is playing within the system, but that doesn't mean he lacks the confidence to step out and take a risk.

When Smith called for the Bucs to go for it on fourth-and-1 at the two-minute mark in regulation -- even though Tampa had a 20-13 lead and the ball at its own 40-yard-line -- his rookie quarterback was ready to scrap conventional wisdom.

Never mind the notion of punting.

Winston said, "I got it," and even after the two-minute warning and a Tampa timeout, the Bucs went. He was stopped for no gain.

Martin embraced the idea that Smith "showed confidence" in the offense there, and the coach said he'd make the same call again.

"It was more about showing confidence in our offense," Smith said. "I wasn't the only one that wanted to go for it."

Even after the Falcons tied the score at 20 on an 8-yard pass from Matt Ryan to Julio Jones with 17 seconds left in regulation to wipe away Tampa's 20-3 third-quarter lead, the Bucs were strong.

Winston connected on third-down passes to Charles Sims, Evans and Adam Humphries to keep the chains moving in overtime.

Winston's 16-play overtime drive for a game-winning field goal, which included converting on three pass attempts on third down during the drive, was impressive.

"Offensively, needing to put together a good drive to score points in overtime, [we] were able to do that," Smith said. "I don't know exactly how many, 15 plays or whatever. Big third downs, a lot of guys had to step up protection had to be good, running backs had to be on top of their game, wide receivers catching the ball, of course Jameis throwing, O-line blocking, all of it -- just a great drive."

Smith said Winston is becoming more of a vocal team leader each week.

"And that happens with confidence," Smith said. "The more each day you see that you do something different and you cash into that role, especially at the quarterback position.

"He is more vocal. And I know you guys know Jameis, [so] that's saying an awful lot -- Jameis is more vocal -- because he likes to talk a lot (laughter). Which is a good thing. But he is going to be our leader. He's not a captain yet, but he is in that role and we should see him in that role even more Wednesday and of course the next game and it will keep going on.

The Bucs entered the game ranked No. 4 in total defense but tied for last in points surrendered (29.8). With the help of four takeaways, they reversed that script. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Martin's three-game streak of rushing for at least 100 yards came to an end. He rushed for just 71 yards on 23 carries, a 3.1-yard average. Martin did rush for 21 yards in overtime.

Cameron Brate and Brandon Myers, the team's reserve tight ends, covered up quite nicely for the absence of injured starter Austin Seferian-Jenkins. Brate, who entered the game with three career receptions, caught two passes for 48 yards and his first NFL touchdown. Myers added three catches for 32 yards.

Vincent Jackson (knee) did not play Sunday it's not clear if he or Seferian-Jenkins will play this week, although he was practicing Wednesday. According to Tampa Bay Times staffer Greg Auman, Seferian-Jenkins appeared to be running and catching the ball without difficulty; Auman added it might just be a matter of getting strength back into the shoulder.

Jackson, was not practicing Wednesday. ...

Barth went 3-for-3 in field goal attempts Sunday, including the game-winning 31-yarder. He is 9-for-9 on FG attempts and 8-for-8 in PATs since joining the Bucs. 
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QB: Jameis Winston, Mike Glennon, Ryan Griffin 
RB: Doug Martin, Charles Sims, Bobby Rainey 
FB: Jorvorskie Lane 
WR: Mike Evans, Donteea Dye, Adam Humphries, Russell Shepard, Vincent Jackson 
TE: Austin Seferian-Jenkins, Brandon Myers, Cameron Brate, Luke Stocker 
PK: Connor Barth 
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TENNESSEE TITANS
The Ken Whisenhunt era is over with the Tennessee Titans.

Just 23 games into his tenure as head coach, Whisenhunt was informed on Tuesday morning the organization wants to go in a different direction.

The final decision came just two days after the Titans lost their sixth straight game, in Houston, where the team's ownership group watched from the visiting owner's suite at NRG Stadium.

"After thoughtful consideration, the decision has been made to relieve Ken Whisenhunt of his head coaching duties," said Titans controlling owner Amy Adams Strunk. "We have expected more progress on the field, and I felt it was time to move in a different direction. I would like to thank Ken for his efforts with our team, as he worked very hard to try to move us forward."

Mike Mularkey, who served as assistant head coach/tight ends under Whisenhunt, will take over as interim coach. Mularkey has 20-plus years of NFL coaching experience, including three seasons as a head coach. Mularkey served two seasons as head coach of the Buffalo Bills (2004-05), where he went 14-18, and one season as head coach of the Jacksonville Jaguars (2012). In his first season with the Bills, the team went 9-7 to post their only winning season in over a decade.

Mularkey was a highly successful offensive coordinator with the Steelers and Falcons. He joined the Titans as tight ends coach in 2014 before being elevated to assistant head coach in 2015.

Whisenhunt's record with the Titans: 3-20. The Titans finished 2-14 in his first season with the club in 2014, and the team is currently 1-6. The Titans have lost 16 of their last 17 games dating back to last season.

Whisenhunt was considered a successful hire when the Titans signed him to a five-year deal in January 2014, making him the 17th head coach in franchise history.

Whisenhunt, after all, had taken the Cardinals to Super Bowl XLIII during his six years (2007-12) as head coach, and he won a Super Bowl ring as offensive coordinator with the Pittsburgh Steelers in 2005. He had success with quarterbacks Ben Roethlisberger (Steelers), Kurt Warner(Cardinals) and Philip Rivers (Chargers) during his previous NFL stops. Prior to joining the Titans, Whisenhunt posted a 45-51 record as a head coach.

Whisenhunt couldn't find success in Tennessee, however.

After winning his first game as head coach at Kansas City last season, the Titans finished last season with losses in 14 of 15 games, including 10 straight losses. The Titans got off to a promising start with a win at Tampa Bay this season, but they haven't won since.

With Adams Strunk and minority owner Kenneth Adams IV of the board of directors among those watching on Sunday, the Titans lost 20-6 to the Texans.

According to TitansOnline.com's Jim Wyatt, leading up to Sunday's game against the Saints, the ownership group decided to make a change.

The Titans lost nine of 16 games last season by at least two touchdowns. They are currently ranked 31st in the NFL in total offense, and the unit has really struggled of late without quarterback Marcus Mariota, who has missed the last two games with a sprained MCL.

The Titans have scored just four touchdowns in the last four games combined, and just one touchdown -- and 13 points overall -- in the last nine quarters.

The Titans went just 1-11 in home games with Whisenhunt at the helm, including a disappointing 0-4 mark this season, however. It's just one of the reasons ownership decided to make a change.

Getting more out of Mariota -- or at least aiding his development was another reason.

Mularkey, a longtime offensive coach, said at his introductory press conference that he has plans for changing the offense.

"We'll do some things differently offensively, scheme-wise," Mularkey said. "We're not going to change the whole offense but we're going to do some things philosophically different. ... Probably do some things differently in the passing game than we've been doing."

Mariota never seemed like a great fit for Whisenhunt's offense, and although Mularkey didn't explain exactly what he'll change, he pointed out that he has worked with a mobile quarterback before, when he coordinated the Steelers' offense with Kordell Stewart as quarterback.

"With a quarterback that's as talented as Marcus is, his ability to do some things like I had with Kordell back in Pittsburgh," Mularkey said. "You'll see some things different."

Mularkey also pointed to success he had developing Matt Ryan in Atlanta and thinks he can have that kind of success with Mariota.

But NFL.com's Marc Sessler isn't sold on Mularkey as the long-term answer.

"Hiring an offensive-minded teacher who can build the attack around Mariota's gifts is priority No. 1 in Tennessee," Sessler wrote. "Plenty of names come to mind: Frank Reich in San Diego, Hue Jackson in Cincinnati, Adam Gase in Chicago, Kyle Shanahan in Atlanta and Josh McDanielsin New England.

"Each of them stand out as proven quarterback tutors with creative approaches to running an offense.

"The Titans must unearth a quarterback-friendly coach, something Whisenhunt failed to be. After all the bluster about his past success with Warner and Roethlisberger, Whiz left far too many young passers by the side of the road."

That's true. And Adams Strunk didn't want that same fate for Mariota. ...

Other notes of interest. ... Mariota should be back this week (he was practicing at least on a limited basis Wednesday). The question is can the Titans keep Mariota in one piece, after Zach Mettenberger was shredded for seven sacks and seven more quarterback hits in Sunday's loss to the Texans.

Of course, the Titans must do a better job in protection, no matter who lines up under center on Sunday against the Saints. There are even those who question the thought process of putting the team's prized rookie quarterback behind such a porous offensive line that has allowed 28 sacks in seven games.

It will be on Mularkey to change their minds about that in the short term. ...

Kendall Wright suffered a sprained MCL in his left knee Sunday in Houston.

As ESPN.com's Paul Kuharsky suggested, "Tennessee is already an unproductive mess at receiver."

Harry Douglas has missed the past two games with an injury to his ribs, and Justin Hunter and rookie second-round draft pick Dorial Green-Beckham are unthreatening route runners who are confused about what they are doing a good share of the time. Rico Richardson has been called up from the practice squad the past two weeks and has not been given any real chance to contribute.

Wright is the best of the group by far, and he's the Titans' second-leading pass catcher behind tight end Delanie Walker. Wright has 28 catches for 343 yards and a team-best three touchdowns.

We don't know the severity of the sprain yet. Wright said he had an MRI on his left knee Monday, and the team has no timetable on his return; he was not practicing Wednesday. ... Douglas (ribs) said he expected to practice this week and he was on the field Wednesday.

I'll be following up on all involved via Late-Breaking Update in coming days. ....

Also according to Kuharsky, running back Bishop Sankey is as good as dead as a fantasy option. He didn't get a carry and lost the one role he had, as the team's kick returner, after losing a fumble and booting the next chance, which he recovered. Dexter McCluster was the kick returner after that.

Running back David Cobb is eligible to come off injured reserve this week or next. Indications are he's recovered from the calf injury that set him back. He should be active and Sankey inactive going forward.

But Mularky told reporters on Wednesday that Antonio Andrews is the workhorse right now at running back. The interim coach also said Green-Beckham would get more playing time starting this week. 
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QB: Marcus Mariota, Zach Mettenberger, Charlie Whitehurst 
RB: Antonio Andrews, Dexter McCluster, Bishop Sankey, Terrance West, David Cobb 
FB: Jalston Fowler 
WR: Harry Douglas, Dorial Green-Beckham, Justin Hunter, Rico Richardson, Kendall Wright 
TE: Delanie Walker, Craig Stevens, Anthony Fasano, Phillip Supernaw, Chase Coffman 
PK: Ryan Succop 
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WASHINGTON REDSKINS
As Washington Post staff writer Mike Jones reminded readers, entering the bye week, Jay Gruden listed fixing the rushing attack as one of the top items on his to-do list. The coach and his assistants spent the off week self-scouting and trying to pinpoint the breakdowns that have kept that facet of the game in check for the better part of the past month.

Gruden said he identified reasons for the breakdowns that have caused Washington to go from league-leaders in rushing during the first couple weeks of the season to one of the worst as of late. The coach believes he has discovered solutions. But a reshuffling of the running-back depth chart is not one of them.

Fourth-year veteran Alfred Morris has started every game this season, but he hasn't consistently served as the focal point of the rushing attack. Some games, rookie Matt Jones has come off the bench and received more carries than Morris. Outside of the first two weeks of the season, when Morris opened the year with a 121-yard rushing performance, and Jones followed that up the next week with a 123-yard day of his own, neither have experienced great success.

For the season, Morris leads the team with 91 carries for 302 yards while Jones has added 63 carries for 249 yards and three touchdowns. Morris in the past three weeks has posted three of the worst outings of his career, averaging just 1.5 yards per carry during that span. Jones, meanwhile, has done only slightly better, eking out 2.2 yards per carry.

Gruden maintained entering the bye week that he intended to stick with Morris as the starter, and when the team returned to work on Monday, the coach said that his plans hadn't changed.

"No, no," he said when asked about a potential change in the depth chart. "We'll keep them both. I think you're going to see both of them play a lot. I think, you know, they're both going to get their touches."

The coach said that execution across the board -- both from the running backs and the offensive linemen -- must improve. He also said that from a play-calling and game-planning standpoint, coaches must use a more steadfast approach.

"You know, it's just going to be game-plan specific, mostly, but mainly it's trying to do a better job of sticking with it and just performing better, executing better with everybody -- execution with everybody," Gruden said. "It's not one person who we can really isolate, honestly: ‘We have to fix his technique.' It's everybody. Sometimes they're great, sometimes it's one person, but altogether, like I've said, it's all about being in concert together with one another and that's what we're going to continue to focus on."

The Redskins hope to learn later this week about the availability of another key cog in the rushing attack, starting center Kory Lichtensteiger, who has missed the past two games with a neck and shoulder injury, and who played hurt three weeks ago. Lichtensteiger had only watched from the sideline the past two weeks of practice, because the disc-related injury in his neck had greatly diminished the strength in his left shoulder.

But on Monday, he took part in drills for the first time since Week 5.

In addition, DeSean Jackson, sidelined by a hamstring injury since the season opener, proclaimed himself ready to return.

Jackson said he practiced in full Monday -- the Redskins' first workout since Oct. 26 -- and that his left hamstring feels "great" heading into Sunday's game against the undefeated New England Patriots.

"Everything's a green light for Sunday," said Jackson, who added that he was medically cleared to return. "I'm good and ready to go, man."

That said, he only worked on a limited basis Wednesday.

Jackson injured the hamstring on a deep ball in the first quarter of the season opener. He tried to return for the Oct. 17 game versus the New York Jets, but he tweaked the hamstring in practice three days before the opener. The original estimate by the team put Jackson's return at three to four weeks.

Jackson said he wants to build confidence that the hamstring indeed is 100 percent, allowing him to play without worrying about more damage.

The Redskins have recorded just four pass plays over 30 yards in their first seven games. Last season, they had 30 such plays -- Jackson accounted for 15 of them. He also led the NFL with 13 receptions of at least 40 yards.

Kirk Cousins has maintained his job, which is a win.

But he's also been up and down with eight interceptions, three fumbles, including one he lost. Is he the player who had 317 passing yards against Tampa Bay? Or the turnover machine who has had two-interception games four times?

Either way, the Redskins can move the ball through the air.

But they rank 28th in the NFL in passing yards per play (6.28). Maybe this group can take a step forward once Jackson returns.

Whatever the case, they'll need all hands on deck this week with a game against the defending Super Bowl champion New England Patriots on the road this Sunday.

The Redskins don't even get the true benefit of the bye, extra time to prepare for the upcoming opponent. The Patriots haven't played since last Thursday's blowout of Miami and also had a break over the weekend to rest. Few, if any, give Washington (3-4) much chance.

"On paper, it looks like (a mismatch), but that's motivation for us, obviously," Gruden said. "Really, anytime you have a chance to play a football game on Sunday in Foxboro, you've got to be ready to play, mentally and physically.

"... We know what's at stake. We know how good they are, how well-coached they are, how well-prepared they are."

The Redskins still find themselves in the thick of the NFC East title chase if only because no one has yet run away from the pack. Both the New York Giants (4-4) and Dallas Cowboys (2-5) lost on Sunday. The Philadelphia Eagles (3-4) also had a bye.

Washington still has four division games left and owns a win over the Eagles and has yet to play Dallas. It's possible an eight-win team will win the division title. 
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QB: Kirk Cousins, Colt McCoy, Robert Griffin III 
RB: Alfred Morris, Matt Jones, Chris Thompson 
RB: Darrel Young 
WR: Pierre Garcon, DeSean Jackson, Jamison Crowder, Ryan Grant, Andre Roberts, Rashad Ross 
TE: Jordan Reed, Derek Carrier, Anthony McCoy 
PK: Dustin Hopkins 
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