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10. Warming Up the Voice 
 

 
Students often ask for "warm-up tips" or what I would call a 
"recipe" for warming up. Nobody ever asks what a warm-up is 
supposed to achieve.  

Alexander Massey, www.OxfordSingingLessons.co.uk 

 
 Warming up the voice is not the same as practicing. 
Warming up for any physical or mental activity is a process of 
physiological and/or mental preparation. Warm-up exercises get 
you ready to practice.  
 Because the vocal mechanism is so deeply internal and the 
rest of your process requires a special kind of self-awareness, the 
first step of any warm up must be to turn your attention inward. 
Shift the mind from external distractions to self-curiosity: How am 
I doing today?  
 Your mood and general physical state are important to 
notice for several reasons. If you'll be doing a longer practice 
session, knowing whether you feel super-energetic or definitely 
tired or blue may influence how long you spend and what goals you 
set for the rest of your vocal session. Pushing to get those high 
notes even if your body just isn't up to it today—or working to 
exhaustion because you feel super-great, or super-upset—will get in 
the way of steady progress. You can't avoid those temptations until 
you know where they live.  
 Most important, though, is the inescapable fact that our 
body sensations and emotions are tied together, and both are wired 
into your voice. Allowing mood or pain signals into your 
consciousness is the only way to be sure you're feeling your body 
fully—and that's the most important thing for vocal safety.  
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A warm-up should aim to heighten the singer's awareness of what 
the different muscle groups are doing and how they are interacting 
in the act of making vocal sounds…unless we can do this, we have 
little chance of doing [other warm-ups] well. 
 Does everything feel alert but easy, and does the mind feel 
calm and aware, rather than "revved up," narrowly focused on 
sound, one muscle group, or something extraneous? … We must 
answer with intuition, with whole self and "felt sense." "Thinking" 
too hard narrows our awareness and takes it away from whole-
self/body-consciousness. 

Alexander Massey  

 
 After this mental check-in, the next step is to wake up the 
body. If your life is generally sedentary, start your voice session 
with a few minutes of light aerobics, yoga, Tai Chi, or simple range-
of-motion exercises like head-neck circles, shoulder circles, torso 
twists, hip circles, etc. On the other hand, if you're generally on-
the-go, slow yoga postures and breathing exercises might be a 
better contrast and more helpful balancing your attention. 
 Fitzmaurice Voicework, my current foundation, is a dynamic 
yet relaxing process that prepares the body for sound using 
specialized body and breath exercises that simultaneously build 
energy, awareness, relaxation, and freedom. See the website list in 
References for more information. 
 
Developing the Vibration 
 
 From here, a typical vocal warm-up would use easy 
humming, tongue trills, or lip trills (sometimes called lip bubbles—
what brass players do, or kids mimicking engine noises).  Keep your 
sounds medium quiet at first, even a little breathy. Catherine 
Fitzmaurice calls this "fluffy sound," emphasizing a generous-but-
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not-forced use of air. Keep your body moving as you loosen up the 
voice; stretch your face and tongue, energize the mouth, and yawn. 
 If you have learned how to enhance the resonance or 
"placement" of vibrations in your face, begin to bring those tones 
into your voice too, while keeping your throat easy and comfortable. 
Sometimes a light "zzzzz" is fun, or a modified hum on "nnn" or 
"ng." Use whatever sound gives you the most buzzy vibration 
feelings in the mouth and face without having to push or force at 
all.  
 Another very comfortable warm-up is to use a drinking 
straw like a kazoo: pucker around the straw as if it's an extension 
of your lips on an exaggerated vowel "ooo." Vocalize on that long 
"ooo" vowel in your middle and upper ranges, staying relaxed in 
your throat and sending the sound through the straw.  
 This can look or feel a little goofy, but it's actually a very 
healthy exercise that helps the vocal folds move freely, and it feels 
round and warm inside the throat. For more instruction, look at 
Ingo Titze's Youtube videos on vocalizing with a straw. 
 According to voice scientists, the healthiest production feels 
very easy/comfortable/effortless in the throat and very resonant or 
vibrant in the face. So for vocal health and safety, those are the 
feelings to aim for in your warm-up. 
 If you're in doubt about how much to do on a given day—are 
you getting sick? Extra tired? Just imagining problems?— try 
singing or talking high and soft. This is physiologically the hardest 
thing for the voice to do, so it tests your outer limits. For more 
detail, look online for "Swelling tests," as developed by Dr. Robert 
Bastian, Marina Gilman, and others. 
 Five-to-ten minutes of preparing your mind, body, and 
breath, plus five minutes of easy, resonant vocalizing can be an 
adequate vocal warm-up, if performed regularly. From there, you're 
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ready to practice deeper aspects of technique, develop new 
material, or face the public. If you're about to go onstage, just add a 
quick review of your opening or any important names to pronounce. 
 
 Once you're familiar with good technique, a healthy, well-
balanced voice should available without a lot of effort. So if you find 
that you need a long warm-up to get your voice where you want it, 
something may be wrong.  
 

Online forum question from a rock singer:  
 The doctor says I have swollen, irregular vocal cords, and 
that's why I sound raspy when I talk. But if I scream or sing really 
loud for an hour or so, I sound fine! When we have a road gig, I 
just go outside in the parking lot after sound check and yell until my 
voice clears up. What's wrong with that? 
 
Answer: 
 Vigorous vocalizing with the aggressive technique you 
describe can make the soft outer layers of your vocal cords 
temporarily swell up. Extra fluid and blood are drawn in because 
your cords are getting bruised. That swelling might temporarily fill 
in or smooth over the chronic irregularities at the vocal edges that 
make you sound raspy. Afterwards, your vocal folds might seem to 
meet more easily with a clearer sound.  
 But your instrument will not be happy inside. Your pitch 
range will be even more limited. You won't be able to make soft 
sounds, and you'll be very hoarse by the end of the show. The next 
day, you will sound worse rather than better. If the doctor looked at 
your cords again, they'd be red and even more irregular at the 
edges. You've gotten through one gig while risking permanent 
damage.  
 Whipping a horse may make him run fast, but not forever. 
This approach is not recommended if you want a long career. 
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Cooling Down 
 
 Athletic training often includes a cool-down period that is 
the inverse or "book end" of warming up. This practice allows the 
body to return to a resting level with minimum strain and allows 
your metabolism to begin "taking out the trash" leftover from 
vigorous muscular effort.  
 Although cooling down vocally gets discussed from time to 
time within the training and rehabilitation communities, there isn't 
any research yet on what, if any, activities do the best job. The 
recipe that follows is my own speculation, a set of practices that are 
known to be safe, generally supportive to vocal health, and that 
therefore make sense in a cool-down process. Try them and see. 
 Vocally, use the light exercises that began your warm-up: lip 
buzzes, tongue trills, humming, "zzzzz," or the straw-kazoo. Any 
whole-body stretching that you used as a warm-up can be repeated 
at a gentle pace to cool down your whole system. Massage the 
throat (on and around the voice box), neck, and jaw-muscle areas, 
and add yawns and tongue stretches to ease the throat muscles.  
 A hot shower or other steam treatment when you get home 
helps relieve the immediate surface wear-and-tear on the edges of 
the vocal cords. Slowing the breath and bringing your mental focus 
to present time (you're not onstage any more) will help prepare 
your body for restorative sleep.  
 
Whatever is flexible and flowing will tend to grow, whatever is rigid 
and blocked will wither and die. 

 Tao Te Ching 
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Chapter 10 Summary 
 
• When it's time to warm up your voice, stop other activities and 

make a conscious choice to clear your mind of past or future 
tasks. Turn your attention to the present.  

• Have some water or tea nearby and sip throughout the warm-
up. 

• Do a few minutes of body movement, be it vigorous, slow and 
relaxing, or a combination of both. Focus on the sensations of 
your body and breath, and allow your emotional mood to be in 
your awareness but not overwhelming.  

• Begin to make easy sounds with light trills of your lips, tongue, 
"zzzz" buzz, humming, and/or using a straw. Slide comfortably 
through your pitch range, staying soft or medium soft. 
Gradually make the sounds louder and use a wider pitch range. 

• If your voice feels tired or effortful, alternate silent body/breath 
exercises with vocal ones. Stay attentive to process and 
sensation, not result. 

• After 5-10 minutes, you are warmed up and ready to practice 
specific techniques or material, or to perform/present what you 
have rehearsed in prior sessions. 

• If these guidelines seem too vague or mysterious to you, look for 
a voice class at a college drama/theater department, 
professional theater company, or acting studio; I consider these 
the best sources of basic warm-ups for all kinds of voice use. See 
Chapter 23.  

• Use similar activities plus self massage and/or steam as a cool-
down process after your performance, presentation, or practice 
session. 

 
 



 
Section III 

 
INTERVENTION: VOCAL HEALTH CARE 

 
 

 
Health is a dynamic and harmonious equilibrium of all the elements 
and forces making up and surrounding a human being. 

Andrew Weil, MD 
 
 
To keep the body in good health is a duty...otherwise we shall not 
be able to keep our mind strong and clear. 

Buddha 

 
 
Be careful about reading health books. You may die of a misprint.  

Mark Twain 
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11. First Aid for Hoarseness 
© Joanna Cazden 2010 

 

 Did you spend the weekend partying over noise? Did you 
shout to someone for help and feel vocally rough afterwards? If this 
happens regularly, there's a bigger problem, but if your voice is 
generally healthy and flexible, here's a recovery recipe. 
 Consider it a single-use package. 
 
1. Rest the voice as much as possible for 48-72 hours. SERIOUSLY 

no singing/talking, except the exercises in #4 below. 
 
2. Drink 2 quarts/liters of water or tea per day, 3 quarts/liters if 

you're a large-size person. Absolutely no alcohol or coffee or 
anything you are even mildly allergic to. 

 
3. Breathe (plain) steam for 5-10 minutes, 1-2x each day, as 

described in Chapter 5. 
 
4. For 1-2 minutes every hour or two throughout the day, use one 

of the following exercises. Choose one or the other or 
alternate/mix & match. These are physiologically the safest 
types of vocalizing and may help cellular healing, similar to the 
warm-ups in Chapter 10 but done for a shorter time. Permitted 
exercises are:  
a. Light easy humming on a medium tone or pitch glides up & 

down, with very nasal/buzzy feeling in the front of the face. 
b. Light easy-quality "oooh" through a straw in medium-to-

high pitch range.  
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Do not force the voice; if it's hard to make sound, stay quiet. Skip 
this vocal step entirely if you lost your voice very suddenly, or if your 
doctor has diagnosed a vocal-cord hemorrhage or high risk for one. 
Such conditions need complete vocal rest, and a diagnostic throat 
exam if you haven't had one yet. 
 
5. NO weight lifting or heavy labor that involves holding your 

breath AT ALL. Go easy on abdominal workouts too, unless 
you're really good at not holding your breath when you crunch. 

 
6. Maximum self-care in general: light healthy meals, moderate 

exercise, prayer/meditation, massage/bodywork, and good sleep. 
 
7. See the best laryngologist you can afford IF: 

a. Your voice disappeared in an instant, or 
b. You feel pain in your voice or throat, or 
c. There is no improvement in 2-3 days, or  
d. Your voice doesn't return to normal in 10-14 days, or 
e. You can force your voice to sound normal again, but you 

secretly know that it isn't!!  
 
 Everyone wants a magic pill to make hoarseness disappear. 
All you can do is make problems disappear from your future life— 
by preventing them before they start. So use the vocal time-out to 
re-read this book and its resources. Meditate on your ability to take 
better care of yourself, set limits on vocal demands, and protect 
your fabulous-but-not-infinite voice from now on. It's also a good 
time to use my Visualizations for Singers CD (see my website). 
 
Don't speak unless you can improve on the silence.  

Spanish Proverb 
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18. Telephones and Other Electronics 
 
 

Is it a fact, or have I dreamt it—that, by means of electricity, the 
world of matter has become a great nerve, vibrating thousands of 
miles in a breathless point of time? 

Nathaniel Hawthorne 
 

 
 When patients come to my office complaining of vocal 
fatigue, they are often surprised by my questions about their use of 
the telephone. "But I don't talk loudly at all," they say. "I don't 
know why it really tires me out." 
 Or (given that I live near Los Angeles): "Well, I have a long 
commute, two or three hours altogether, so of course I have to get 
work done on the phone while I'm driving."  
 Or: "The only time I have to catch up with my 
mom/friends/kids is when I'm in the car."  
 
 The availability of telephone contact all the time, anywhere, 
has changed our expectations of how much voice usage is normal. 
Periods of solitude and time-out buffer zones are no longer built in 
to the rhythm of a day.  
 There are so many things to attend to, so many details of life 
to share, so many people we can reach out to more often. Talking 
nonstop is now possible, so why wouldn't we do it? 
 The reasons to be careful—mindful—about telephone use 
are simple yet paradoxical. At home, with minimal background 
noise and a mouthpiece up close, the voice is typically used at a low 
level, in a range of pitch and loudness that feel very small and low-
effort. Physiologically, this is like driving at the slow end of a gear 
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range—15 mph in a highway gear. The vocal mechanism tires out 
because there is so little energy in the system. 
 For this problem, I recommend standing up and moving 
around to keep the body active and engaged; deliberately using a 
wider, more animated pitch range; and, of course, sipping water to 
stay hydrated for any call or series of calls longer than about ten 
minutes.  
 
My job nowadays has quite a bit of talking on the phone, which can 
also be anti-good singing, because talking on the phone usually 
requires a softer tone of voice and lower volume, which means I run 
the risk of whispering, which is absolute murder on the voice. And 
my workday is no less than 10 hours a day. So, when I do exercise 
my voice or sing or both, I do it as correctly as I can.  

Ron, Vocal Health forum, www.themodernvocalist.com 
 
E-mail is far more convenient than the telephone as far as I'm 
concerned. I'd throw my phone away if I could get away with it.  

Tom Hanks 
 

 Cell-phone calls on the run, whether in the car or during 
other away-from-home activities, carry the opposite problem: 
having to talk too loudly. There is usually background noise, you 
are busy with other tasks while talking and listening, and despite 
the best cellular technology there are still moments of interference 
or unexpected dropouts.  
 Worse, we know that the person on the other end of the 
conversation is probably embedded in a similar soup of distractions. 
The ad-tagline "Can you here me now?" works because of our 
chronic uncertainty about whether we're getting through. This 
injects further pressure and strain into the vocal instrument.   



Everyday Voice Care: The Lifestyle Guide  

113 

 People unconsciously compensate for each of these 
conditions by talking more loudly. When several such 
environmental factors occur at once, it's common for cell talkers to 
develop a tense, aggressive speech style that can quickly fatigue 
and/or roughen the vocal cords.  
 What to do? Modify both your behavior and the gear with 
long-term vocal health and endurance as your goal.  
 Use the techno-gadgetry that is easiest to hear and easiest 
on your voice rather than choosing whatever is new, expensive, on 
sale, or has some other extraneous appeal. Minimize what 
background noise you can; close the car windows and turn the radio 
off during calls; step outside of noisy restaurants or away from 
heavy traffic noise.  
 Especially if most of your cell use is in the car, be sure you're 
wearing your headset on the side that works best for you. On the 
window side, the earpiece might help block road noise. On the other 
side, less noise might leak in, helping you and listeners concentrate 
better. With a headset-free, overhead or integrated car system, you 
are at even higher risk for shouting, so use this "convenience" with 
great caution. 
 
 Adjusting such ergonomics is only half of the solution, 
though. You also need to limit the length of your phone calls, 
alternating with vocal-rest breaks. Don't keep talking just because 
you can or because you've forgotten how to cope with feeling 
separate and solitary.  
 Simply put, you take best care of your voice when you 
prioritize what needs to be said right now and what you can 
communicate some other way. Even if you've never thought about 
this before, you can choose to set limits on your voice time. If your 
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voice feels tired or rough, learn to exchange important information, 
clarify your most important feelings and relationships, then stop! 
 
Computer Mics, Speech Software, and Other Gizmos 
 
Lo! Men have become the tools of their tools.  

Henry David Thoreau 
 

 It would be impossible to cover or anticipate all the 
technologies that currently exist or will exist by the time you read 
this book. My main advice is to keep all the rest of this book in 
mind when using them!  
 Technology can become so captivating—or frustrating—that 
we disconnect from our physical senses and lose contact with the 
fundamental body awareness that I emphasize as the cornerstone 
of vocal wellness. If I sit at my computer too long, my back gets stiff 
and my breath and voice suffer.  
 Clients who use speech-recognition software or otherwise 
interact vocally with technology throughout the day often have to 
modify their voices to fit the machines. If this is necessary where 
you work, use other wellness tools to counteract the gear-imposed 
limitations. If you have some control over your tools, take it. 
 A simple example applies as much to singers as to 
professional talkers: microphone placement. (Microphone stands 
may soon disappear from music in favor of headsets and body mics, 
but they'll stay a bit longer on public speaker's podiums.)  
 Don't duck your head to match a mic that's too low or crane 
your neck for one that's too high. Sit or stand as you would to 
perform or speak unamplified, then place the mic.  
 It may take a few seconds to adjust a stand or podium mic to 
your best position. This pause is well worth it. If your audience can 
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see, hear, and understand you, they won't remember the brief wait. 
If they can't listen easily, they'll definitely remember the 
frustration. 
 When using any kind of microphone stand, my default mic 
position is aimed at my chin: close enough to pick up clearly but far 
enough to avoid the worst consonant popping. Most important, it's 
slightly below my face and thus easy to see over. Your specifications 
may differ; the main thing is to figure out what really works for you 
and take the time to set things up well. 
 If you're at a computer using a built-in mic or a headset but 
needing to watch the screen as you talk, take breaks and get up 
from the desk when you can, to keep your body limber. Some 
positioning may be inflexible. But the gear is there to serve you, not 
turn you into a machine.  
 
The newest computer can merely compound, at speed, the oldest 
problem in the relations between human beings. In the end the 
communicator will be confronted with the old problem, of what to 
say and how to say it.   

Edward R. Murrow 
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Chapter 18 Summary 
 
• Adjust your telephone use with voice protection in mind.  
• If telephone use is part of a sedentary job, take breaks to move 

around, keep your body awake, and stay hydrated. 
• Use a varied, animated pitch to keep your vocal cords flexible 

and avoid getting "stuck" at one level. 
• If most of your phone use is on the move, choose quiet places to 

talk, and shorten calls when you can.  
• Avoid long calls or long lists of calls when driving unless you 

have a super-quiet vehicle and empty traffic lanes.  
• Be realistic about cumulative voice demands both on and off the 

phone, and prioritize your talking.  
• Choose gear that adjusts to you and your best physical posture 

rather than just adjusting how you talk to suit a machine. 
• Use steam, quiet days, and the other guidelines throughout this 

book to compensate for heavy demands for talking through 
electronics. 
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