Vocal Chords
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Introduction to Vocal Chords:

The vocal cords, also known as vocal folds, are a crucial part of our anatomy responsible for
producing sound and enabling speech. Understanding how they work and their path through the
body is essential for anyone interested in vocal physiology and communication.

Location and Structure:

e \ocal cords are located within the larynx, commonly known as the voice box.
e The larynx is situated in the neck, just below the Adam's apple.
e Each person has a pair of vocal cords, consisting of muscle and connective tissue.

Basic Function:

e The primary function of vocal cords is to produce sound.
e When air passes through them, they vibrate, creating sound waves.

Path of Air and Sound Production:

Inhalation:

¢ When we breathe in, air enters through the nose or mouth and travels down the windpipe
(trachea).
e The trachea then splits into two bronchi, which lead to the lungs.

Exhalation:

e To speak or sing, we need to exhale. During exhalation:
e Air from the lungs flows up through the trachea and into the larynx.

Vocal Cord Activation:

e As air flows through the larynx, it encounters the vocal cords.
e The vocal cords can be tightened or relaxed depending on the pitch and volume of the
sound we want to produce.

e When we speak softly, the vocal cords are relaxed, and for louder sounds, they tighten.




Vibration and Sound Production:

e When you produce sound, your vocal cords come together.

e As air from the lungs passes between the closed vocal cords, they vibrate rapidly.

e The vibration of the vocal cords produces sound waves, which are then shaped into speech
sounds by the mouth and tongue.

Pitch Control:

e Tightening or loosening the vocal cords helps control pitch.
e Tension in the vocal cords results in higher-pitched sounds, while relaxed vocal cords
produce lower-pitched sounds.

Sound Modification:

e The sound produced by the vocal cords is a raw sound.
e The tongue, lips, and palate in the oral cavity modify this sound into speech sounds.
e This shaping of sound is crucial for language and communication.

Maintenance and Care:
To keep vocal cords healthy:

e Hydration is vital. Drinking plenty of water keeps the vocal cords lubricated.

¢ Avoiding smoking and excessive alcohol consumption is essential to prevent damage to the
vocal cords.

e Overusing or straining the voice can lead to vocal cord injuries.

Conclusion:

Understanding the path and function of vocal cords is essential for anyone studying voice
production and speech. These intricate structures play a vital role in communication, and their
proper care and use are essential for maintaining a healthy and functional voice. By grasping how
air flows through the body and how vocal cords vibrate, students can gain valuable insights into
the mechanics of speech and singing.

Common Vocal Cord Disorders:
Laryngitis:

e Causes: Laryngitis often results from viral infections, such as the common cold or flu, but it
can also be caused by overuse of the voice, exposure to irritants (like smoke), or bacterial
infections.

e Symptoms: Inflammation of the vocal cords leads to hoarseness, a sore throat, coughing,
and difficulty speaking or singing.

e Treatment: Resting the voice, staying hydrated, and using humidifiers can help alleviate
symptoms. In some cases, antibiotics may be necessary for bacterial infections.

Vocal Nodules:

e Causes: Vocal nodules typically develop due to chronic vocal abuse or strain, often seen in
singers, teachers, or those who shout frequently.
e Symptoms: They lead to a raspy or hoarse voice, pain, and discomfort during speech.




Treatment: Resting the voice, vocal therapy, and sometimes surgery can be required to
remove the nodules.

Polyps and Cysts:

Causes: These growths can form on the vocal cords due to chronic irritation, smoking, or
vocal abuse.

Symptoms: Voice changes, such as hoarseness or a breathy quality, and discomfort are
common symptoms.

Treatment: Surgical removal is often necessary for polyps and cysts. Voice therapy may be
recommended post-surgery.

Vocal Cord Paralysis:

Causes: Paralysis can result from nerve damage, injury, or underlying medical conditions
like stroke or tumours.

Symptoms: Vocal cord paralysis leads to difficulty speaking, a weak voice, and potential
issues with swallowing and breathing.

Treatment: Treatment depends on the underlying cause and severity. It may include voice
therapy, surgery, or medical management of the underlying condition.

Cancer:

Causes: Vocal cord cancer is typically associated with long-term exposure to irritants like
tobacco smoke and excessive alcohol consumption.

Symptoms: Symptoms can include persistent hoarseness, a lump in the neck, difficulty
swallowing, and ear pain.

Treatment: Treatment options include surgery, radiation therapy, chemotherapy, or a
combination of these, depending on the stage and type of cancer.

Preventing Vocal Cord Disorders:

Vocal Hygiene:

Avoid smoking and second-hand smoke, which can irritate the vocal cords.
Limit alcohol intake, as excessive alcohol can dehydrate the vocal cords.
Avoid shouting or screaming excessively, which strains the vocal cords.

Proper Technique:

Learn correct singing and speaking techniques to avoid unnecessary strain.
Use amplification systems (microphones) in loud environments to reduce the need for
raising your voice.

Rest and Hydration:

Get adequate rest, especially when experiencing symptoms like hoarseness.
Stay well-hydrated by drinking plenty of water to keep vocal cords lubricated.

Medical Care:

Seek medical attention if you have persistent voice issues or symptoms of vocal cord
disorders.

Early diagnosis and treatment can prevent the progression of vocal cord problems and
improve outcomes.




