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JAN’S EAP SERIES

Job Accommodations for 
People with Voice Disorders
Voice disorders include conditions that result in individuals experiencing involuntary changes in the quality and volume of their voices and other vocal changes such as voice fatigue or a feeling that speaking requires unusual effort.  These changes in vocal quality and volume may result in difficulty being heard and understood by others.   
There are many varieties of voice disorders.  Some, such as unilateral or bilateral vocal fold paralysis, result from damage to the nerve pathways that control the movement of various parts of the voice box or larynx.  Others result from damage to the vocal folds, which are commonly called vocal cords, due to overuse, cancer, acid reflux, and other causes. Neurological issues affecting breath control may also cause an individual to experience difficulty producing a normal voice. It is sometimes necessary to remove all or part of the vocal mechanism to treat laryngeal cancer or because of injury.  Individuals who do not have vocal folds or a larynx may use an electrolarynx, AAC (augmentative and alternative communication) device, or esophageal speech.  
It is difficult to pinpoint the number of adults with voice disorders, but it has been estimated that among United States residents 3-9% have voice disorders (Ramig and Verdolini, 1998).  Individuals whose work requires talking over background noise for long periods or speaking outside their normal pitch range for long periods may be more likely to develop voice disorders as a result of overuse.  Persons employed in professions that require these types of vocal demands such as telephone salespersons, courtroom attorneys, tour guides, and performers such as actors and singers may be at increased risk (Ramig and Verdolini, 1998). There is a body of research showing that teachers also may be at increased risk for developing voice disorders (Bovo et al., 2007). The incidence of voice disorders among members of the clergy and employees whose duties involve telephone customer service has also been studied.

Aside from overuse, other risk factors related to voice disorders include dehydration, excessive coughing, and frequent attempts to clear one's throat.  When taken to excess, these behaviors may be described as vocal abuse. Vocal rest, which means reducing or eliminating use of the voice, and elimination of vocal abuse are important to the process of treating voice disorders arising from overuse and preventing their reoccurrence.   There is also evidence that individuals with voice disorders may experience increased stress and difficulties involving social functioning (Smith et al., 1996). Some individuals with voice disorders can benefit from voice therapy and the use of voice amplification devices when experiencing symptoms or to prevent a chronic condition from worsening.   
The following is a brief overview of some of the accommodations that might be useful for people with voice disorders. For a more in depth discussion, access JAN's publications at http://AskJAN.org/media/atoz.htm.  To discuss an accommodation situation with a consultant, contact JAN directly.
APPLICATION AND INTERVIEW

Information for the Employer:

· Interview candidates in a quiet room

· Do not complete words or sentences for the individual

· Maintain conversational eye contact and focus on the content of communication rather than the delivery of the communication

· Relax and communicate as you would normally

· Become knowledgeable about voice disorders
Information for the Individual:
· Talk with the employer about voice issues and how they may impact job performance and provide suggestions for accommodations that may alleviate performance concerns 
· Provide an informative cover letter and resume or vita to be used as marketing tools; market yourself and sell your abilities

· If symptoms vary in severity depending on time of day, try to schedule an interview for a time when symptoms are less pronounced

· Avoid behaviors that trigger or worsen dysphonia (hoarseness) before participating in an interview

ON THE JOB
Possible Problems:
· Difficulty being heard and understood during one-on-one conversations
· Difficulty being heard and understood on the telephone
· Difficulty communicating during meetings or group presentations 

· A need for flexible use of leave time to pursue treatment
· Special dietary requirements or a need to sip water frequently
· Periods of complete vocal rest during which the employee should not use voice at all
· Modified schedule to help manage condition
Accommodations to Consider:
Difficulty communicating face-to-face or in small groups
· Allow use of a portable voice amplifier
· Reduce background noise by installing noise reduction panels in meeting areas
· Be prepared to use alternate means of communication such as pen and paper, typing, or an AAC device in case of sudden loss of voice
· Allow use of text based communication such as chat and email when face-to-face communication is not essential
Difficulty communicating during presentations or large meetings
· Allow use of a portable voice amplifier or a more powerful amplifier such as a PA (public address) system
· Reduce background noise by installing noise reduction panels in meeting areas

· Change meeting etiquette so only one person speaks at a time
· Be prepared to use alternate means of communication such as pen and paper, typing, or an AAC device in case of sudden loss of voice

Difficulty communicating on the telephone
· Allow use of a telephone voice amplification device

· Allow use of TTY (teletypewriter) or hearing carry over phone to reduce use of voice

· Allow use of speech to speech relay when voice is difficult to understand

· Consider use of an AAC device with telephone output

· Relocate workstation away from sources of background noise

· Install noise reduction materials near work area

· Allow use of a noise cancelling headset

General considerations 
· Allow increased use of text based communication such as email, instant messaging, and texting
· Restructure job to reduce amount of speaking needed or consider reassignment

· Modify employee's schedule to allow breaks to manage condition by eating, drinking water, using stress reductions techniques or vocal exercises, or resting voice

· Modify policies to allow employee to eat or drink at workstation

· Allow flexible use of leave time when symptoms are exacerbated or to pursue treatment

· Allow use of assistive devices such as electrolarynx or AAC devices for employees who use these as a primary means of communication

For more information on accommodation ideas for employees with voice disorders and other speech and language impairment please see http://AskJAN.org/media/spee.htm.
Resources Specifically for People with Voice Disorders 

American Speech Language Hearing Association

2200 Research Boulevard
Rockville, MD 20850-3289
Toll Free: (800)638-8255

Direct: (301)296-5700

Fax: (301)296-8580
actioncenter@asha.org

http://www.asha.org

National Spasmodic Dysphonia Association 
300 Park Boulevard, Suite 415 
Itasca, IL 60143 
Phone: 800-795-6732 
Fax: 630-250-4505 
NSDA@dysphonia.org

http://www.dysphonia.org/

International Foundation for Functional Gastrointestinal Disorders (IFFGD)
PO Box 170864
Milwaukee, WI 53217-8076
Phone: (414)964-1799
Toll-free (888)964-2001
Fax: (414)964-7176
iffgd@iffgd.org 
http://iffgd.org/
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