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COOKEVILLE -- Randy Todd started smoking at age 12 and didn't quit until 20 years later. He had tried several times to stop, but when other techniques didn't work, Todd enrolled in a smoking cessation class using an American Lung Association-based program called "Freedom from Smoking."

It stuck. And Todd says he was so grateful to have quit, he soon after trained to be a class facilitator. In the 20 years since, he's helped dozens of others kick the habit. "Once you reach a certain point in your life, you want to give back to the community, and when I reached that point in my life, I looked for the largest need with the least being done," Todd said. "And 20 years ago, very little was being done to change that. But today, the tide is beginning to turn."

Called "Quit 4 Life," the class is offered for free every Thursday from 6-7 p.m. in the Algood Conference Room at CRMC. Participants are guided through eight one-hour classes -- the first series of meetings prepare participants to quit; the following classes focus on stopping for the long term. Todd helped organize the class when it began in 1992, and it's been going strong ever since.

"The average tobacco user tries to quit three to five times before being successful," Todd said. "Whether it's nicotine, methamphetamine, heroin, alcohol, whatever, addictions short-circuit the reasoning side of your brain. Even though people know it's bad, they can't reason it out and they make poor choices." Todd says the class has a high success rate because it utilizes all cessation techniques -- participants are encouraged to try nicotine patches, anti-smoking medication, counseling or any other options in conjunction with the class. "When people quit on their own, the recurrence rate is the same for any other drug habit," Todd said. "But the more tools they use, the more it will help."

Anti-smoking efforts will be the highlighted focus of the Great American Smokeout, scheduled for Thursday, Nov. 19, this year. The American Cancer Society instituted the day-long event in 1976 to inspire smokers to refrain from smoking for a day and to learn about resources that can help them quit permanently. Smoking, the ACS says, damages nearly every organ in the human body and is linked to 15 different cancers, including throat, stomach and lung.

In addition to taking a class, Todd offered the following tips for those looking to quit:
* Plan ahead: It's important to prepare your mind and your body before actually quitting. Pick a date three weeks in the future and then follow through. 
* Fill the void: When you're taking something away, you need to put something it its place. Todd suggested cinnamon, peppermint and cloves as good substitutes for the void of cigarettes.
* Talk with a doctor: During the planning stages, discuss options for nicotine replacement therapy, or NRT options such as Chantix, with your doctor.
* Drink water. It helps flush out the system, Todd said. Exercise or walk when the urge comes as exercise can be therapeutic.
* Breathe deep. Deep breathing can relieve stress of any kind.

"Just know that the urge will pass," Todd said. "We can help fill that void and act as a support group so people know they're not alone." For more information about Quit 4 Life, call the group hotline at 528-QUIT. 
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