
Learning to Use a Speaking Valve
Jack Rushton interviewed by Julie Kobak, M.A., CCC-SLP/L, Vice President of Clinical
Education, Passy-Muir, Inc., Irvine, California, JKobak@passy-muir.com

What circumstances led you to a tra-
cheostomy and living with a ventilator?

Jack: August 1, 1989, I was body
surfing with my son and his friends 
at Laguna Beach, California. I was
riding a wave into shore when I hit
my forehead on a submerged rock. I
was immediately paralyzed, couldn’t
move my arms or legs to swim and
could only see the swirling seawater
all about me. I blacked out, but my
son and his friend got me to shore,
where lifeguards did CPR until the
paramedics arrived. 

Two hours later I woke up in the 
hospital surrounded by doctors and
nurses. A nurse said, “Mr. Rushton,
you have had a bad accident. If you
understand what I am saying, blink
your eyes once.” I understood perfect-
ly what was going on, blinked my
eyes once, and heard a collective sigh
of relief from everyone in the room.
Tests revealed that my spinal cord
had been severed between the second
and third cervical vertebrae. From that
day 21 years ago, I have been kept
alive by a ventilator breathing for me. 

How did you communicate immediately
after you were trached?

Jack: For a month, not being able 
to move any part of my body and not
being able to speak was a very frus-
trating and frightening situation. I felt
extremely vulnerable not being able 
to communicate even my most basic
needs. I wanted so badly to have my
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teeth brushed and my glasses brought
to me, for example.

One morning while still in the ICU, I
was running a fever and feeling claus-
trophobic. I felt that if I couldn’t get
relief of some kind I would just die –
in fact dying would have been a great
relief from the misery I was in. Nurses
walked by glancing at me, but not
being able to communicate, I could
not elicit their help. 

Thankfully, a good friend came in,
saw the panic in my eyes, felt how hot
I was and immediately began to bathe
my face and arms with ice water. The
nurses realized the seriousness of the
situation, and soon I was cooled down
and feeling at peace once again. How
dangerous it is to be in a hospital
without the ability to communicate!

About a week after my accident, a
good friend created a series of charts
that helped a great deal. By pointing a
finger at different items on the charts
and my blinking once for “yes” and
twice for “no,” I was able to communi-
cate my basic needs. The chart was so
ingeniously put together that I could
even indicate what books and Scriptures
I wanted to have read to me. 

When and how was the Passy-Muir
Valve introduced to you?

Jack: After two weeks at the regional
trauma center, I was transferred to
Rancho Los Amigos Rehabilitation
Hospital in Downey, California.

Jack Rushton
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Immediately upon arriving, the doctor
in charge of the spinal cord injury
unit deflated my cuffed trach, and 
I was able to speak my first words.
How encouraging that was to me and
my family! 

After several weeks the trach was no
longer cuffed, and I thought I was
speaking pretty well, even though
there were long pauses between my
words which was frustrating. If it
never gets better than this, I thought,
I will just learn how to deal with it.

After I had been at Rancho almost
two months, a speech pathologist and
a respiratory therapist introduced me
to the Passy-Muir Valve. They said
that it would help me to speak much
better and without long pauses. 

Was it easy to use the first time 
you tried it?

Jack: The first time I
used the Passy-Muir Valve
was a very frustrating
experience. It was like
having a hurricane in my
head. The valve forces
you to exhale through
your nose or mouth. With-
out the valve in place,
you can be totally passive
and the respirator will
inhale and exhale for you.
It is so easy and comfort-

able that one is tempted not to try
anything else that requires effort. 

My doctor, sensing my initial frustra-
tion, told me not to worry about it
and that my life could be okay with-
out the Passy-Muir Valve. The speech
pathologist and respiratory therapist,
as well as my family, encouraged me
to use it. They knew, and I came to
know, how much better I could speak
when the valve was in place. 

I was making so many other adjust-
ments at that time that the Passy
valve was not a high priority for me.
When I left Rancho after six months,
I was only using the Passy valve 
periodically.

At home, however, my family and
friends really pushed me to use the
valve. They encouraged me to increase
my daily time using it, and I did. 
The day finally came when I had the
Passy valve in all day without even
realizing it. Since that day, more than
20 years ago, the Passy valve has
been an important part of my life. I
do a great deal of teaching and moti-
vational speaking, as well as spend-
ing hours each day on my computer
using voice recognition software. The
thing I enjoy most is that I am able to
interact and carry on conversations
with my wife, children and grandchil-
dren. I shudder to think what my life
might have been like without it. 

What do you find are the most 
significant benefits to using the 
Passy-Muir Valve?

Jack: The greatest benefit is to be
able to speak in a fluid and powerful
way. I also have learned that with 
the Passy valve in place I have fewer
secretions and don’t need to be suc-
tioned as frequently. I believe it helps
my general health because it forces
me to exhale through my nose, and
through the years, I have not had 
any sinus infections.

You write a series of “Observations” 
in which you provide insight and per-
spectives into important life issues.
What advice do you offer people 
for living with a trach in regard to 
communication?

Jack: First, my “Observations” are
posted on http://apps.facebook.com/
blogged/blogs/observations-by-jack-
rushton/.

Jack enjoying a moment with 
his wife and granddaughter.

http://apps.facebook.com/
http://www.ventusers.org


VL 24/4

It is a frightening thing to have a trach and not know what your future ability to
communicate will be. My advice to anyone who has this procedure is to go forward
with faith and confidence that with the Passy valve you will be able to communi-
cate in a normal and natural way. I’m a slow learner and perhaps others can adapt
to the valve more quickly than I did.

I think it’s so important not to give up in the beginning, but to be persistent. By
using the Passy-Muir Valve, you will find that it gets better and better. In fact, it
will get so good that you won’t even realize you are using it until you try to get
along without it. s

Calendar
September 18-22. European Respiratory Society 20th Annual Congress, Barcelona,
Spain. www.ersnet.org

October 30--November 4. CHEST, American College of Chest Physicians Annual
Conference. Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada. www.chestnet.org

November 21, 9:00am--2:30 pm. Breathing & Sleep II. Salk Institute for Biological
Studies, La Jolla, California. www.salk.edu/breathingandsleep or contact Gladys
Swensrud, 858-271-9288, swensrud@pacbell.net

Join IVUN and receive 
Ventilator-Assisted Living,
IVUN's bi-monthly newsletter
(February, April, June, August, October, December). 
The eight-page newsletter will be sent electronically.
(IVUN Members without email access may request print
copies by contacting IVUN). Members will also receive an
electronic IVUN Membership Memo in alternate months.
To become a Member, complete this form. 
Memberships are 100 percent tax-deductible. 

$30 Subscriber – Bi-monthly Ventilator-Assisted 
Living and IVUN Membership Memo (both delivered 
electronically).  

Yes, I want post-polio news, too.
$55 Subscriber Plus – Ventilator-Assisted Living

(bi-monthly; electronic) AND Post-Polio Health 
(quarterly; print)

$100 Contributor ALL the benefits of Subscriber Plus
AND Resource Directory for Ventilator-Assisted Living
and Post-Polio Directory; discounts on special publica-
tions and meetings sponsored by IVUN 

$150 Sustainer ALL the benefits of Contributor AND
one additional complimentary gift membership to:

Person of your choice (include name and address) or 
Person who has expressed financial need to IVUN.

Yes, I want to support IVUN's mission
of education, research, advocacy and networking and 
its comprehensive www.ventusers.org.
Membership at the following levels includes ALL benefits
PLUS special recognition in IVUN publications:  

$250 Bronze Level Sustainer 
$500 Silver   $1,000 Gold   $5,000 Platinum
$10,000 Gini Laurie Advocate

Name  ___________________________________________________

IMPORTANT: Email _______________________________________

Affiliation (optional) ________________________________________

Address __________________________________________________

City _________________________ State/Province _______________

Country __________________ Zip/Postal Code _________________

Phone (include area/country code) ________________________________

Fax (include area/country code) _____________________________
I am enclosing a check for $________________ made payable to
"Post-Polio Health International." (USD only)

Please charge $________________ to this credit card: 
VISA   MasterCard   Discover Card 

No._________________________________ Exp. Date ____________

Name on Card ____________________________________________ 

Signature ________________________________________________
Send this form to: Post-Polio Health International, 
4207 Lindell Blvd, #110 , Saint Louis , MO 63108-2930 USA, 
314-534-0475,  314-534-5070 fax

IVUN invites you to promote
your meeting in future issues
of Ventilator-Assisted Living,
IVUN Membership Memo and
on www.ventusers.org/net/
calendar.html. Send the
details to info@ventusers.org.
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