
Protecting Your Instrument: Managing a Busy Vocal Lifestyle 
 
Singing teachers and singing students often lead very busy lives vocally. Their schedules involve 
numerous vocal activities daily/weekly - private studio teaching, classroom teaching, private 
voice lessons, rehearsals, performances, personal voice practice, and additional life 
commitments and circumstances that rely heavily on voice use are examples. Daily demands on 
their voices from these commitments combined with innate talkativeness and busy social lives 
can lead to them being at high risk for developing vocal problems and injuries. 
 
High school and sometimes even college degree coursework rarely fully educates and prepares 
the singer and busy vocalist for how to manage their daily vocal demands. Singing teachers 
must use their limited time with students during the private studio hour to focus on singing 
technique, repertoire, and performance and audition preparation. There is seldom enough time 
to cover vocal anatomy, function and preventative education. 
 
Singing teachers use their voices for hours on end every day in the studio. They are speaking for 
lengthy periods of time with few or no breaks in between lessons, conducting ensemble 
rehearsals, advising, scheduling; not to mention their own personal singing practice and 
performance preparation. Understanding the risks associated with being a vocal overdoer is 
essential to protecting the voice and avoiding injury for both the singing student and the 
teacher. 
 
Most benign vocal fold injuries are a result of vibratory trauma, and amount and manner of 
voice use directly contribute to the development of difficulties. The mucosa - the outer layer of 
the vocal folds - is where most injury occurs. Swelling of these vocal fold tissues can be acute or 
chronic. It is important for the singer to be familiar with common signs and symptoms of 
swelling and overuse. Knowing what vocal fold injury sounds like, feels like, and how to monitor 
baseline vocal capabilities can help identify acute swelling. Catching this type of 
phenomenology early on can help the teacher and student make appropriate reductions and 
modifications to amount and manner of voice use. This, in turn, helps the singer maintain 
baseline to avoid injury becoming more chronic. 
 
Technical or functional voice problems, such as muscular tension dysphonia (MTD), can mimic 
the vocal limitations of mucosal injury so understanding the difference is important. These 
types of unique singing issues can stand alone or can accompany vocal fold injury. Working with 
a voice qualified Speech-Language Pathologist to clarify and resolve these issues can be 
extremely helpful. 
 
Teachers and students of singing can successfully manage their vocal demands by being familiar 
with their baseline vocal capabilities and being attentive to even subtle changes. Daily 
monitoring of voice and swelling with a simple “swelling test” (Bastian, Keidar, Verdolini-
Martson,1990) is essential. Other strategies include warming up the voice daily, resting the 
voice when it becomes hoarse or fatigued, not singing when sick, and avoiding behaviors such 
as speaking loudly over noise and talking excessively without adequate voice rest. Effective 



warm-ups for efficient voice production designed to balance the three sub-systems of voice 
production (respiratory, phonatory, resonatory) are simple and if done properly can help the 
voice function optimally during a busy day. Being aware of healthy speaking voice techniques is 
also of great importance to the busy vocalist. 
 
Finally, knowing when to get help from a voice professional and specialist can help minimize the 
risk of developing chronic vocal problems. A Laryngologist has the experience and equipment to 
properly evaluate and diagnose vocal fold injuries. Seeing a Laryngologist and Speech-Language 
Pathologist who have experience working with singers is extremely beneficial. 
 
In this 55-minute session, Lori will talk about vocal demands, what it means to be a busy 
vocalist or vocal overdoer and help the attendees to understand if they are at risk. Through live 
demonstrations, videos, and pictures attendees will learn about the vocal folds, how they work, 
what vocal injury sounds, feels and looks like, and what to do if they detect problems. 
Preventative education is the key to long-term vocal health. Additional content may include 
short segments on the following: 
 

▪ Vocal fold and laryngeal anatomy 
▪ Voice problems defined 
▪ Common symptoms for voice injury in singers 
▪ Risk factors associated with voice injury 
▪ Vocal overuse 
▪ Vocal Hygiene 
▪ Managing Medical Issues and voice such as acid reflux, colds, allergies, etc. 
▪ Effective Warm Ups for healthy voice 
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experience in the Singing and Speech Pathology fields, she combines her passion for treating 
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Ms. Sonnenberg works exclusively with voice and breathing disorders and specializes in helping 
singers overcome voice injuries, post-operative voice struggles, and problematic technical voice 
issues. She is a certified member of the American Speech and Hearing Association (ASHA) 
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Association of Teachers of Singing (NATS). She is a former Speech Pathologist with Dr. Robert 
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