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Bids tiake off In a new direction

By Jonathan Blaylock
Rome News-Tribune Sports Writer
Jblaylock@RN-T.com / 706-290-5256

The start of the 2008 NFL
season probably couldn’t
look much better to the At-
lanta Falcons.

With the debacle of the 2007
season behind them, the Fal-
cons, with a whole new look,
can look forward to a fresh
start.

While the team most likely
will not be hugely successful,
they’re able to move on and
start rebuilding.

The quarterback position
will be the most carefully
watched.

With the ousting of star
quarterback Michael Vick,
after he was implicated for
bankrolling a dogfighting op-
eration, four quarterbacks
remain, with two battling for
the starting position, and two
hoping for the best.

Chris Redman started in
the Falcons’ first preseason
game against the Jackson-
ville Jaguars, which the Fal-
cons lost 20-17, and former
Boston College star Matt
Ryan came in after Red-
man.

Ryan was the most success-
ful of the Falcons’ four quar-
terbacks in the game, throw-
ing for 113 yards and one
touchdown and going 9-for-15
in his NFL debut.

No matter who starts at
quarterback for Atlanta,
which finished 4-12 last year,
they will need protection
from the offensive line,
which is young and inexpe-
rienced.

The Falcons’ starting offen-
sive line was left in the game
while Ryan played. Even
though he did well, he was
still sacked twice by the Jag-
uars’ defense.

The running game will be
another important issue for
the Falcons this season.

With the departure of War-
rick Dunn, who attained
10,000 career-rushing yards
last season, the focus of the
run switches to former San
Diego Chargers running back
Michael Turner.

Turner will find himself in
the spotlight, along with Je-
rious Norwood, with the Fal-
cons after serving has a back-
up for LaDainian Tomlin-
son.

Getting the running game in
order will be key for the Fal-
cons, as they have had trou-
ble establishing the run in
the past.

Norwood will continue to
play a large part for the Fal-
cons.

In 2007, he set a franchise
record with 2,207 combined
yards, which included 1,317
kickoff return yards.

Norwood has a career aver-
age of 6.2 yards per carry, and
he was also only the third
NFL player in history to have
his first three career touch-
down runs be more than 60
yards

To add to the troubles the
Falcons experienced last
season, then head coach Bob-
by Petrino left the team after
an embarrassing 34-14 Mon-
day loss to New Orleans
Saints. He departed with
three games left to play to
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Strengths: Michael Turner and
Jerious Norwood provide big-
play potential at running back.
WR Roddy White enjoyed a
breakout season in 2007 despite
turnover at quarterback. DE
John Abraham and LB Michael
Boley are solid if healthy.

Weaknesses: There are big
questions at almost every spot
on the offensive line. There is no
receiving threat at tight end.

Players to watch: QB Matt
Ryan, RB Michael Turner, DT
Grady Jackson, LB Curtis Lofton,
LT Sam Baker.

Biggest change: The offense
goes back to the run-first philos-
ophy of the Dan Reeves and Jim
Mora eras.

Schedule key: The team plays
five of its first eight on the road
and finally plays its first home
game against a division rival on
Nov. 9 against New Orleans.
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Rookie quarterback Matt Ryan, a finalist for the Heisman
Trophy last year, hopes to get the start for the Falcons.

take the head coaching posi-
tion for the Arkansas Razor-
backs.

Petrino’s coaching style
didn’t mesh well with some
of the Falcons players, creat-
ing an uneasy atmosphere
that made it difficult to enjoy
the game.

That all changed when Mike
Smith came to the Falcons.

The former defensive coordi-
nator for the Jacksonville
Jaguars brought a relaxing
atmosphere to the Falcons
and many players said they
enjoyed coming to practice,
even after the things that
went on last season.

Along with the addition of
Smith came an overhaul of
the Falcons’ coaching staff.

Only four coaches from last
year remain.

Emmitt Thomas returns as
the assistant head coach. He
served as interim head coach
after the departure of Petri-
no. The Falcons lost the first
two games with Thomas at the
helm, but he led them to an
important win in the last
game of the season against
the Seattle Seahawks, ending
the season on a good note.

Defensive coordinator Bri-
an VanGorder, who was line-
backers coach last season, as-
sistant special teams coach
Tom McMahon and quarter-
backs coach Bill Musgrave.

Smith also brought along
some coaches from his for-
mer team. Ray Hamilton will
serve as the Falcons’ new de-
fensive line coach and Alvin
Reynolds will be the defen-
sive backs coach.

The Falcons also bring in
new general manager Thom-
as Dimitroff, who served as
the New England Patriots’ di-
rector of college scouting for
the past five years.

After reaching a low point
last season with a dogfighting
quarterback, a coach who
changed his mind and just
all-around misfortune, the
Falcons’ changes are wel-
come to a team who appears
to only be able to go up after
2007.
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Atlanta Falcons head coach Mike Smith takes over takes over
a team plagued with problems thoughout the 2007 season.

FLOYD

Physical Therapy & Rehab

Northwest Georgia's

Most

Comprehensive
Sports Medicine
Program

)\

On-site Athletic Trainers
Physical Therapy Mini Clinics

Now Serving

Rome High School
Woodland High School
Darlington School
Shorter College
Armuchee High School
Darlington Soccer Academy
YMCA Arsenal Soccer Program
Rockmart High School




