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Heed the Call
of World Voice Day

April 16, 2011

chief means of one-to-one com-

M. Steele Brown, special to the Bulletin Q Ithough the voice is humanity’s
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munication, issues surrounding
vocal health make very little noise on the
national healthcare scene.

On one hand, you cannot turn around
without seeing a pink ribbon or a yellow
wristband reminding you about breast
health and testicular cancer. On the other
hand, there’s astonishingly little clamor
for people to take care of their vocal cords.

“People do very little to take care of their
voices,” said Michael M. Johns III, MD,
associate professor in the department of
Otolaryngology—Head and Neck Surgery at
Emory University School of Medicine and the
director of the Emory Voice Center in Atlanta.
“Everywhere you go, people are screaming
over the crowd at the bar, talking way too
loudly into their mobile phone in a crowded
area or while they’re driving down the road, or
yelling at their kids. That list goes on and on.

“What that means is that people are not
recognizing that there are limits to what
their voices can do and that there is dam-
age they can do to their vocal cords if
they don’t take care,” he said. “And those
behaviors overlap in a sort of ‘Venn dia-
gram’ way with many voice disorders.”

For this reason the American Academy
of Otolaryngology—Head and Neck
Surgery (AAO-HNS) urges otolaryngolo-
gist—head and neck surgeons and other
voice health professionals around the
world to join together to sound the call
and spread the word about World Voice
Day, which takes place every year on April
16. World Voice Day encourages men and
women, young and old, to assess their
vocal health and take action to improve or
maintain good voice habits. The Academy
has sponsored the observance of World
Voice Day in the U.S. since its inception
in 2002.

“I think that World Voice Day has two
main missions,” Dr. Johns said. “The first
is awareness of vocal health and vocal dis-
orders, because this is something that so
many people take for granted. The second
is the celebration aspect.”

Dr. Johns, who is also a member of the
Academy’s Voice and Laryngology com-
mittees, said most people don’t respect the
vocal cords as an instrument that must be
tuned and taken care of like a piano or a
guitar.

“After you get out of the segment
of the population that uses their voice



professionally — singers, professional
speakers, and the like — I’d tell you that
most people probably respect the guitar-
ist’s ability more than that of the lead
singer,” he said. “You take someone like

Everywhere you go, people are
screaming over the crowd at the
bar, talking way too loudly into
their mobile phone in a crowded
area or while they're driving
down the road, or yelling at their
kids. That list goes on and on.
What that means is that people
are not recognizing that there
are limits to what their voices
can do and that there is damage
they can do to their vocal cords

if they don’t take care.

Jennifer Nettles (lead singer of headlin-
ing country music act Sugarland). People
think she can just sing like that because
she was born with it, while the guy play-
ing the guitar had to practice to develop
his abilities.

“But what people don’t realize,” Dr.
Johns continued, “is that you have to
work to sing like she does. No matter who
you are, if you’re interested in singing,
dynamic speaking, or whatever, you can
train yourself to get to those higher levels
of performance. That is an important mes-
sage that people need to hear.”

Dr. Johns said it is even more important
for otolaryngologist—head and neck sur-
geons and other voice health profession-
als to make the public aware of the hidden
dangers that exist from over-working
one’s voice.

“Just like an early-stage cancer, you're
typically not going to feel pain when
you're developing a vocal disorder,” he
said. “When you’re running and you
strain something and you feel a sharp
pain, that’s your first warning sign that
there’s a problem, but the same isn’t true
in the larynx. Pain in the larynx is pain of
a different type, so people continue to use

their voice when they crop up with, for
example, viral laryngitis. They just figure,
‘T’ll power through it and they end up
scarring their vocal cords.”

Dr. Johns said it is imperative that oto-
laryngologist—head and neck surgeons
and other voice health professionals let
their patients know that hoarseness last-
ing longer than two weeks needs to be
examined.

“They need to have their throats looked
at by an otolaryngologist to check for can-
cerous nodes,” he said. “Unfortunately,
too many of our patients are unaware that
it could be serious, saying to themselves,
‘If I just wait long enough, it will get bet-
ter.” Then, of course, cancers grow larger
and the rate of survival drops to nothing.”

World Voice Day began in Brazil in
1999, when a group of voice care pro-
fessionals decided to celebrate the voice
by establishing Brazilian Voice Day. The
theme for World Voice Day 2011—*“We
share a voice”—calls attention to the
important role otolaryngologists play in
stemming the tide of vocal disorders.

Robert T. Sataloff, MD, DMA, the
editor-in-chief of the journal Ear, Nose
& Throat, has written extensively on this
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issue, saying that too many communities
in the United States and elsewhere still do
not actively celebrate World Voice Day.
“This event provides an opportunity for
all of us to collaborate with colleagues
in speech-language pathology, singing,
acting, public speaking, education, the
media, and other endeavors,” he said.
“Vocal health is critical to our communi-
cation-oriented society, but the voice does
not receive the public recognition and
appreciation it deserves. World Voice Day
provides us a perfect forum through which
to refamiliarize ourselves with the latest
advances in laryngology and voice care,
and to educate our colleagues, patients,
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and communities via lectures, free voice
screenings, community outreach pro-
grams, and other offerings.”

Dr. Sataloff is chair of the department of
Otolaryngology—Head and Neck Surgery
and the senior associate dean for Clinical
Academic Specialties at Drexel University
College of Medicine in Philadelphia. He
pointed out that the past few decades have
seen remarkable advances in voice diagnosis
and treatment that have raised the standard of
care for all voice patients. Also a professional
singer and teacher who holds an undergradu-
ate degree in music theory and composition,
and a doctorate in voice performance, Dr.
Sataloff said that World Voice Day provides

a perfect platform on which to highlight these
advances and to educate the media about the
state-of-the-art in voice care.

Dr. Johns echoed this sentiment and
encouraged otolaryngologists to reach out
to other groups in spreading the word.

“The fun part about World Voice Day
is that it provides an opportunity to rec-
ognize multiple specialties, such as oto-
laryngology—head and neck surgery,
speech pathology, singing teachers, voice
coaches, all of whom have a kind of vested
interest in the voice,” he said. “It is so
important for us to take advantage of these
folks and foster collaboration between the
different voice care specialties.

“World Voice Day provides an opportu-
nity for otolaryngologists to get involved
in their communities and share informa-
tion that’s not always obvious to people
around them. It is also a good opportunity
to drive patients to your practice.”

Dr. Johns said the Emory Voice Center
usually puts on an event for the Atlanta com-
munity to raise awareness on a local level.

“Last year, we put on a conference on
disability in the voice,” he said. “There
really is very little literature about this
issue out there.

“People with voice problems are dis-
abled, but classifications are based on
whether or not you can use your limbs or
the quality of your eyesight, not whether or
not you can use your voice. We had inter-
national speakers come to raise awareness
about the issue and we had a pretty good
turnout — maybe 150 people from a host
of different segments of the population.”

Dr. Johns said that Emory is reaching
out to the singing voice community in
2011. “We are going to offer free vocal
cord screenings for anyone who wants
them,” he said. “That’s nothing novel or
earth-shattering, but we haven’t done that
yet, so it seemed like a good idea.”

Dr. Johns said he believes it always
makes sense to get a baseline exam and
tells the physicians at Emory to encourage
their patients to do so.

“If you’re a singer or broadcast journal-
ist or someone who uses his or her voice
professionally, it is important to get a base-
line exam of your instrument. The key is
the video record, because once you’ve had
a baseline video stroboscopy, you’ve got a
baseline in case you get sick.” [§]



State Recognition of World Voice Day

n April 16, promote your specialty
O by attaining public recognition of
World Voice Day. In recent years,

legislatures in Alabama and Michigan
celebrated voice services provided by oto-
laryngologist—head and neck surgeons
by adopting resolutions naming April
16 as World Voice Day in their states.
Resolutions are non-binding measures
that express the view or will of a legisla-
tive body, and can be relatively simple to
attain. The following, House Resolution
249, was adopted by the Michigan House
of Representatives in 2010.

A resolution to declare April 16, 2010, as
World Voice Day in the state of Michigan.

Whereas, It is estimated that nearly
seven million Americans suffer from some
form of voice disorder; and

Whereas, Voice disorders can impact
the everyday lives of those affected by
inhibiting their ability to effectively
express themselves; and

Whereas, There are many ways in which
people can conserve their voice and prevent

the development of voice disorders, includ-
ing keeping hydrated, minimizing activities
causing vocal strain such as yelling, warm-
ing up before heavy vocal use, using appro-
priate breath support, using amplification,
and paying attention to voice cues; and

Whereas, It is important to draw state,
national, and international awareness to
the existence of voice disorders and the
availability of services provided by oto-
laryngologists—head and neck surgeons
— the only medical doctor specifically
trained to treat the ear, nose, throat, head
and neck — as well as other specialized
providers for the amelioration of these
disorders; and

Whereas, Every year on April 16, oto-
laryngologists, who are head and neck
surgeons, and other voice health profes-
sionals worldwide join together to rec-
ognize World Voice Day, an international
celebration of the human voice estab-
lished to help raise public and profes-
sional awareness about voice disorders;
and

World Voice Day: We Share a Voice

Ramon A. Franco, Jr., MD

Director, Division of Laryngology
Harvard Medical School
Massachusetts Eye and Ear Infirmary

It has the power to start wars and lead

to destruction, but can also encourage,
uplift, and effect the most positive of social
changes. In the communications-centric
society we live in, the human voice is indis-
pensable. Each April 16, we celebrate World
Voice Day (WVD) to promote awareness of
disorders affecting the voice and celebrate the
important role voice has in human society.

In the United States, the theme for this
year’s celebration is “We Share a Voice.”
World Voice Day is an outgrowth of
Brazilian Voice Day, which was founded
in 1999. In keeping with this year’s slo-
gan, we seek to unify the world efforts to

I t can be kind or cruel, forceful or weak.

share a central theme while allowing each
country or region the freedom to infuse its
own local flavor into the celebration.

These celebrations include informative
lectures to explain how the human voice
works and disorders that affect the voice;
musical concerts featuring singing acts;
and radio, TV, Internet, and print adver-
tisements to encourage participation in
local World Voice Day activities.

As the International Steering Committee
liaison for the global World Voice Day efforts,

In the communications-centric

society we live in, the human

voice is indispensable.
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Whereas, World Voice Day, sponsored
in the U.S. by the American Academy of
Otolaryngology—Head and Neck Surgery,
encourages men and women, young and
old, to assess their vocal health and take
action to improve or maintain good voice
habits; now, therefore, be it

Resolved by  the  House of
Representatives, That the members of this
legislative body declare April 16, 2010, as
World Voice Day in the state of Michigan;
and be it further

Resolved, That we encourage all citi-
zens to practice techniques that may help
prevent the onset of a voice disorder or to
visit an otolaryngologist if they are suffer-
ing from a voice disorder.

The AAO-HNS encourages its mem-
bers to spread the word about World Voice
Day 2011 by contacting their legislators
today to ask them to sponsor a resolu-
tion. A sample resolution, letter, and press
release are available for your use through
the “World Voice Day Resources” page
(member login required) on the State
Advocacy portion of the AAO-HNS web-
site  (www.entnet.org/advocacy). With
questions, contact legstate @entnet.org or
703-535-3794. |9

I work closely with the Academy’s Voice
Committee chair, Clark A. Rosen, MD, to
coordinate the WVD events. We have identi-
fied a core group of prominent members from
various regions of the world who are commit-
ted to unifying the WVD celebrations. We are
actively seeking new members to collaborate
with as we expand our international efforts.

Our group of collaborators includes Mario
Andrea, MD, PhD, of Portugal (working
closely with the European Laryngological
Society), Norman D. Hogikyan, MD, of the
U.S., Carla Carcamo, MD, of Honduras,
Hector E. Ruiz, MD, of Argentina, and
Ferhan Oz, MD, of Turkey. The efforts this
year will concentrate mainly on the United
States, Central and South America, Turkey,
and Europe.

We hope to include Australia, the
Middle East, Russia, China, India, and
the Southeast Asian countries in the next
year. The lessons learned this year will be
applied to next year’s efforts, while invit-
ing more countries to work with us until
we truly “share a voice” each April 16. [§
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