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 DISORDERS 
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How Are Disorders of Vocal Abuse and Misuse Diagnosed? 

Anyone who experiences vocal change or hoarseness for more than two weeks should be examined by 
a physician, preferably an otolaryngologist (a physician/surgeon who specializes in disease of the ears, 
nose, throat, and head and neck). While hoarseness is a common symptom of vocal abuse or misuse, it 
is also one of the first sign of cancer of the larynx. A physician’s visit is especially important for 
people who smoke cigarettes, because smoking is closely associated with laryngeal cancer. The 
otolaryngologist will examine the individual’s vocal folds and determine if a medical condition is 
causing the voice problem. 

Following an examination, the otolaryngologist may refer the individual to a speech-language 
pathologist, a health professional trained to evaluate and treat people who have voice, speech, 
language, or swallowing disorders that affect their ability to communicate. The speech-language 
pathologist will evaluate the pitch, loudness, and quality of the person’s voice, and will also assess 
vocal techniques such as breathing and style of voicing. A voice recording is often made, and trial 
therapy techniques may be used to test their effectiveness at improving the voice. 

How Are Disorders of Vocal Abuse and Misuse Treated? 

Most disorders of vocal abuse and misuse are reversible. The best treatment is to identify and eliminate 
the vocal behavior that created the voice disorder. In many cases, a brief period of voice therapy is 
helpful so that the individual can learn good vocal techniques such as proper breath support for speech 
or eliminating forceful voicing. In just a few sessions, most individuals can be taught the skills for a 
lifetime of good vocal health. 

However, in some instances, eliminating the abuse or misuse and voice therapy are not enough. In 
these cases, medication to block the production of stomach acid may be helpful. In some cases, an 
operation may be necessary to remove growths from the vocal folds. Since most disorders of vocal 
abuse and misuse easily recur following surgery if the vocal misuse continues, another period of voice 
therapy by a speech-language pathologist after surgery may help prevent recurrence of the problem. 

Children with disorders of vocal abuse and misuse are often the most difficult to treat because it is not 
easy for them to change their vocal behaviors. Fortunately, most children outgrow these disorders by  
the time they are teenagers. For these reasons, many surgeons do not operate on children who have  
disorders of vocal abuse or misuse. A period of voice therapy, however, may help the child to learn 
proper voice behaviors. 

What Research Is Being Conducted on disorders of Vocal Abuse and Misuse? 

Speech-language pathologists are studying the effectiveness of behavioral techniques including use of 
machines to help people relearn proper vocal techniques such as good breath support or efficient use of 
the larynx. Studies that will improve the treatment of hyperfunctional voice disorders in children are 
also in progress. Of special interest is the long-term impact of various treatments, especially medical 
and surgical treatments. 

For further information on the treatment of voice disorders or other conditions related to speech or 
swallowing–contact Michelle Weston, MS CCC/SLP in the Speech-Language Department at 
Southwest Rehab Hospital, by calling 616-965-3206, Ext. 5711. 
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