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Hoarseness: Helping

Kindergarten teacher lisa Roll of north 
Olmsted knows when she’s about to lose 
her voice.  When she suffers from aller-
gies, a cold or sinus infection, she won’t 

be able to talk for the next three days.  She copes 
with laryngitis at least twice a year.

“Talking all the 
time doesn’t help, but 

i’ll limit my talking,” 
Roll says. As she sips tea 

and water in class, she uses 
books on audio, a micro-
phone, art projects, and “lots 
of silent directions” with the 
children.

Roll is not alone. laryngitis 
– the inflammation of the voice 

box causing hoarseness or loss 
of the voice – is common with 
people who use their voice for 
work, says Dr. Tom Abelson, a 
Cleveland Clinic otolaryngolo-
gist (enT) and medical director 
of the Beachwood Family Health 
Center.  Many patients rely on 
their voices for work, including 
teachers, attorneys, singers, and 
telemarketers.

“Hoarseness – or a roughness 
in the voice, like a low whisper – 
is a swelling of vocal folds.  it can 
happen from overuse, allergies, 
acid reflux and illness like colds 
and coughs where you are bang-
ing your vocal cords together,” 
says Abelson. Benign tumors and 
cancer can also cause hoarse-
ness (they find an increase in 
those conditions in patients who 
smoke and drink).

Doctors treat hoarseness by 
treating the underlying illness. 
if it’s allergy-related, they treat 
the allergy. A sinus infection is 
often treated with antibiotics.  
Acid reflux can be aided with 
medication. Once the culprit 
is determined and treated, the 
voice returns.

But while they’re treating the 
virus, infection, or allergy, what 
can you do for your traumatized 
vocal cords?

Besides rest, don’t overuse the 
voice, Abelson advises. “We call it 
modified voice rest. You can speak, 
but selectively. Talk only some-
where quiet without background 
noise; don’t talk over noise. Use 
your air conditioning and not your 
windows in your car, so that you’re 
not fighting that noise.  Don’t raise 
your voice. Don’t yell for your 
child if he’s upstairs – go up and 
get him. Don’t yell at your child’s 
sporting event.”

Abelson also recommends 
staying well-hydrated with 
decaffeinated products. While 
tea is soothing when you’re not 
feeling well because it’s warm, 
it’s recommended nothing touch 
your vocal cords. The same goes 
for gargling with hot water:  it 
doesn’t actually aid your voice. 
“Remember, you’re using your 
vocal cords here, squeezing them 
together, which is traumatic for 
them.”

people are advised to see a 
doctor “if the hoarseness lasts 
three weeks without an obvious 
explanation, or it’s frequently 
recurrent,” Abelson says. (For a 
child, see the child’s pediatrician 
much earlier to check for croup.)

And remember, if you’re wor-
ried about changes in your voice, 
these cancers are usually detected 
early since they can be heard.

“Remember, medicine has 
advanced tremendously in the 

care of vocal technology, because 
of fiber optics and strobe; it lets 
us see vocal cords in slow mo-
tion….if (a patient) feels there’s 
a change in their voice, we can 
find an explanation. We can see 
it… in time and with pitch and 
record it. We can find out what’s 
going on, right in the office,” 
says Abelson, who says his office 
has four physicians available 
trained in voice medicine as well 
as two ph.D. speech pathologists 
who specialize in voice.

And the teacher who loses 
her voice regularly? She laughs 
she has a better idea. Since hers 
starts with allergies which she 
attributes to northeast Ohio, 
maybe she “just needs to move to 
the beach instead.” n
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