PROTECTING AN INVALUABLE NATURAL RESOURCE: THE VOICE
Several Christmases ago, my uncle’s raspy voice drew my attention. He waved off my concern by deeming it a case of laryngitis and promising to see his doctor if it didn’t clear up. A few months later, I found out a specialist suggested surgery for damaged vocal folds (chords). I called my uncle immediately, and we began taking measures to save his voice.

Most of us take talking for granted. Originated by your body’s unique vocal musculature, the voice demands you understand and appropriately care for this part of the body. Your voice is a gift you do not want to lose. The question is: Are you taking care of yours?
Understanding the Voice
The human voice is very simply a vibration of air particles. Production begins as air comes through the vocal folds—two lips that pull skin across the top opening of your trachea (wind pipe). The soft cartilage of the “Adam’s Apple” protects this precious musculature. The tiny sound wave begun by the puffs of air that squeeze through the folds grows as it moves through the resonating chamber of your throat (voice box). Then the tongue, teeth and lips shape the sound into something recognizable (consonant, syllable, word).
Your vocal folds resemble strong rubber bands. Stretched across the trachea, they flutter as air passes through them. The outer edge of each fold is composed of a many-layered covering. As the layers each vibrate individually, together they cause a more complex and harmonic sound than that of any other instrument known to man. Beyond the one actual pitch being sung or spoken, you hear many complimentary tones. Perhaps it might be liken to the difference between a wild rose with one row of single petals and a fully blooming hothouse rose with layers upon layers of velvety petals. What an amazing gift with which we have been entrusted. One—and one only—per person.
So how can one take care of this precious gift so it lasts a lifetime?
The Value of Water
Like me, maybe you drive a car but take it to the dealership for servicing. All I know about taking care of my car are the basics—and, of course, where to find the owner’s manual when I need to change the clock. One thing I try to keep up with is a regular oil change.

Just like a lack of motor oil can damage the engine of a car, depletion of water in the body can lead to a rough, raspy sound with cracks and breaks. Water helps lubricate and hydrate the vocal folds (chords) so they work properly. 
Here is a fascinating fact about thirst. When water is not available (for example, a time of drought in an arid country), the body automatically minimizes its thirst factor. Because water is plentiful for us at present, we fail to realize we are not thirsty simply because we are starving our bodies with a lack of water and they have adjusted accordingly.  

Try this experiment. Force yourself to drink ten eight-ounce glasses of water each day for the next five days. Yes of course, you will visit the restroom more frequently until your body gets used to the change. But the real point is noticing that by day five you are thirsty again! By getting your body back to its original composition, the thirst mechanism kicks in.

One more thought about water. There is no substitute for the real thing! Don’t think you can get away with drinking coffee, soda, and sports drinks. Do you know that for every cup of a caffeinated beverage (natural diuretic), your body actually needs two cups of water to make up the lost liquid! Even though preferable to sugary and caffeinated drinks, vitamin water, electrolyte drinks, and sports beverages contain additives and extra chemicals. Pure water is still the very best liquid for the body—especially for the speaker or singer. 

Resting the Voice
On a recent family vacation, we rented a speedboat and watered-skied on the gorgeous lake beside Camp of the Woods. I used muscles I had forgotten were part of my body. Oh, was I sore! 

Your voice is created by a set of muscles called the vocal folds. These unique muscles work in reverse from the body’s other muscle groups. The muscles I used water skiing were fed by incoming blood which on the return trip back to the heart took away toxins. However, in the vocal musculature, blood flow ceases while you use the vocal folds and resumes to feed and clean when the muscles are at rest. The reason for this is that blood flow during speaking or singing would engorge the folds and change pitches. 

Therefore, vocal rest (which means no sound at all) is a necessary part of speaking and singing. Pauses are good! 

Have you ever met a speaker experiencing voice trouble? His/her voice might crack, break, or sound raspy, hoarse, or uneven. Chances are great that he/she talks too much without pausing, drives points home and continues a steady stream of words.

The good news: your audience needs pauses as much as you do. A pause at the end of a thought, before moving on to the next thought, allows the listener to process and retain the information. At the same time, the pause gives your voice the needed rest so blood flow can refuel and detox the muscles. The few seconds you pause also allows your mind to plan the next segment of your presentation.

Other Helpful Tips
Beyond hydrating your vocal system and making vocal rest a priority, here are a few other tips to maximize use of the voice. 
Eat right – Did you know that the white inside part of an apple is very similar in chemical makeup to your own saliva? And chewing an apple, including the skin, exercises the mouth and jaw, produces extra saliva, and is overall one of the best foods to eat just before you speak or sing. A healthy diet produces a healthy voice on the whole. Additionally, avoid fats and sugars just before you must give a lengthy presentation. 

Warm-up and exercise your voice – Just like an athlete warms up before a game, so a speaker or singer needs to stretch out the vocal muscles before rushing into practice or performance. Stretch out your shoulders, neck, jaw, and mouth muscles. Then hum a favorite song to loosen up the vocal system.
Breathe deeply – good posture helps your body take in and push out the maximum amount of air. If air equals sound, breathing becomes essential. Think of your head as a helium balloon, and allow it to rise while the rest of your body hangs loosely from your head. Breathe deeply from the trunk of your body, as opposed to shallow chest breathing.
Protect your vocal instrument – You are only assigned one natural voice in a lifetime, so protect your valuable gift! Overuse, extra volume, and forced sounds like yelling or screaming—even cheering too much at a ballgame—can damage your voice. Although the vocal muscles are self-healing, “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.”

Special Care for Periods of Sickness, Stress, or Over-Use

The voice requires special care from time to time. If your throat hurts when you try to speak or your voice sounds raspy, give your body the attention it needs. Sickness can include the flu, a headcold, or sinus problems (which can also result from allergies). Another health problem affecting the throat is acid reflux (use appropriate over-the-counter medications). Stress and periods of overuse can also result in breaks or a raspy tone—or cancel it out completely. Don’t wait until the situation is bad, take care now! 

Rest a tired voice by being completely silent for a few minutes or hours or days according to the pain and strain you feel. “Voice Rest” means no sound—coughs, clearing the throat, grunts, murmurs, sighs…. If you need “voice rest,” get serious! Make a sign that tells people you cannot talk, use a notebook and pen to write your communication, and—if you must—whistle (a whistle is formed with your lips, not vocal folds)!
Do not overuse the voice by speaking/singing too loudly or too much at a time. No one is going to protect your voice for you—it’s up to you! If you don’t have it, don’t try to give it—for example, when the choir director asks for more volume. Be aware that in loud/noisy places (like a coffee shop), one naturally must talk louder than usual to be heard. If your voice is weak, this kind of environment stresses it further. Make adjustments to protect your voice.
Avoid making harsh, sharp, or suddenly loud noises. Excess coughing, loud or harsh laughing, and cheering for your favorite team at a sporting event are examples of strident sounds made with a harshly slapping together of the vocal folds. If you have abused your vocal folds and the voice is sounding fatigued or raspy, speak only as much as absolutely necessary and do so with a breathy sound (not whispering, just soft and breathy).
Speak in a normal range that is comfortable. Avoid speaking at a higher or lower pitch than is natural. Also avoid whispering in an exaggerated fashion. If you must communicate, speak at a natural pitch and use extra air so the voice sounds very breathy. 
Force fluids just like your mother told you to do for most sicknesses. The fluids flush your system and provide lubrication for the vocal folds.
Try taking a few sips of water or simply swallowing if you feel you must cough. To soothe the throat:  swallow, sip water (a warm cup of decaf tea is good), gargle with warm salt water, or suck on a candy or cough drop. 
Breathe well to eliminate strain. As we already noted, deep breathing from the core of your body is a must. 
Release neck tension by gently tipping the head all the way forward and then s-l-o-w-l-y rolling to the side, changing direction and rolling around to the other side.  Center your head again, and then gently drop your head back and feel the stretch as you count to ten. Repeat the movements.
When my uncle finally understood how his voice works and began caring for it properly, he began healing.  The story has a happy ending, although it took over a year! Most definitely, the moral of this story is: be safe, rather than sorry. Appropriate care can keep your voice healthy for life. Whether you speak or sing from the platform, manage people on the job, or simply love to talk, voice care will yield years of good communication, self-expression and enjoyment. 
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