INTERNATIONAL SPEECH CONTEST ADVICE
By Robert A. Richert, DTM
 
The International Speech contest is Toastmasters most prestigious event.  Over 1000 people from all over America and other parts of the world attend the International Convention in August each year to see the finalists compete.  Those who have competed will tell you that the International Speech contest is a rewarding experience and participation is one of the best ways to improve as a public speaker.  Indeed, many past competitors and winners have gone on to become professional speakers.  Following is some information and advice about preparing and competing in Toastmasters most prestigious event.
THE CONTEST HIERARCHY:  The International Speech Contest, also called the ‘spring’ speech contest, begins every year around February and culminates in August at the International Convention.  Every club in Toastmasters world-wide is invited to participate (the International contest is in English, but there is a parallel foreign language version).  The first stage or base of the competition pyramid is the club contest.  The winner from each club goes on to compete at the Area contest, held in March or April.  The winner of the Area goes go on to the Division—Division winner to District—District winner to a regional contest at the International Convention in August—and the ten Regional winners compete at the finals during the International Convention.  At each progressive level of the pyramid the competition becomes more challenging. 
 THE RULES:  Like all Toastmasters contests, the International is governed by rules and your club Vice-President, Education should provide each contestant with a copy.  One rule is unique to those of other Toastmaster competitions; a member in good standing must have given six speeches from the Competent Communication manual in order to compete.  The other key elements of the rules are as follows:  The subject matter of your speech must be substantially original.  You may quote from other material, but if you do, state your source.  There are no stated criteria for style or subject matter—more on this later.  All speeches must be 5-7 minutes in length, no exceptions.  Contestants are restricted to a designated speaking area a few feet around the lectern, so moving out into the audience is not permitted.  You are allowed to use the same speech subject for the club, Area, Division, and District contests.  Thus, there is no need to create a different speech at each level of competition up through District.  However, after District each competitor must create a new speech.  At each level of the contest, all contestants draw for speaking order, and will be introduced in the following way—contestants name, speech title, repeat the name and title; for example, “Tom Jones, Why I like to Sing—Why I like to Sing, Tom Jones”—and that’s it!  Thus, when preparing your speech, keep in mind that you will not be provided with a formal introduction.  One minute of silence is designated between each speaker to allow time for the judges to fill out their ballots.
 ABOUT THE CLUB CONTEST:  In addition to the International Contest, each club also holds another competition; usually Table Topics.  The Table Topics Contest is usually held first, followed by a break and then the International Contest.  At the club level the judges are your fellow members with the exception that any member competing in a given contest will not be allowed to judge that contest.  Each member should be provided the official judges form—the same form is used for all levels of the contest—not the ballots that we use at regular meetings.  So that contestants will have sufficient time to review, the VP, Education should email all contestants a copy of the judge’s form well before contest day.  I strongly recommend that contestants read both sides carefully.  In preparing your speech, it is wise to know what the judges will be looking for!

WHAT MAKES FOR A WINNING SPEECH?  The subject matter of the speech is entirely up to you, and yes, it is acceptable to give a variation on a speech you have previously delivered.  However, beyond the club level motivational and/or inspirational type speeches tend to win most often.  Overwhelmingly, contest winning speeches appeal to human emotion over reason.  They tend to include all of some of the following elements; a theme with wide appeal, passion, humor, poignant anecdotes, colorful stories, and an enthusiastic delivery.  Speeches that are informative, technical (dry lectures), argumentative, or controversial tend not to win.  A word to the wise!  On the other hand, it is unwise to formulate a speech based solely on what you believe the judges will like.  The audience and judges will likely perceive that your heart isn’t in it.  Instead, talk about a subject you care about—one near and dear to your heart—because your passion and enthusiasm for the subject will likely shine through and impress the audience and judges.  
Winning isn’t an end in itself.  Your primary motivation is to improve your overall skills or hone and practice a specific skill, help the club by being a team player, and have fun!  Above all, place maximum effort toward the subject and the style of a speech that you feel you perform well.  Make this your speech of speeches!
CONTEST DAY:  By all means, bring your speech manual.  Ask a fellow club member (one not entered in the International contest) to give you a written evaluation in your book.  You deserve manual credit for your hard work!  Each Contestant should receive a certificate of participation and first and second place winners should receive a trophy or other type award.
Here’s a time saving tip for speakers and contest planners; instruct all but the first contestant to quietly approach a designated area near the lectern during the one minute of silence between speakers.  Not only does this expedite time, it allows the contestant a moment to further adjust himself to the room, lights, and audience.  This helps to ease anxiety.  In addition, use the one minute of silence to allow each contestant time to set up props, to have the lectern removed, or for any other special needs.  Finally, be ready when you are introduced.  Above all, believe in your heart that the audience wants you to succeed and you are more likely to succeed!  
DO AND DON’T ADVICE:
Do:
· Begin and end strong; grab the audience’s attention in your opening statement and close with a call to action or in a definitive way.  Memorize both and stick to each.
· Be enthusiastic, passionate, and sincere. 

· Practice good mechanics; gestures, posture, eye contact, vocal variety, etc.
· Sprinkle your speech with a touch of humor, or at least arouse a smile.
· Incorporate a mixture of anecdotes, stories, jokes, facts, or examples related to your theme.

· Transition smoothly between topics.  

· Try to appear relaxed; have fun with your speech. 
· Speak as if you are in a one to one conversation with each member of the audience.

· If you must use notes, use an outline instead of a fully written out script.  Use notes smoothly.  The audience should not be aware that you are using them! 
· If you use props, coordinate with the Toastmaster and set up before you are introduced to speak.  Use your props smoothly and effectively.  
· Practice good grammar; clear, colorful, and appropriate language.

· Try to relate to the audience as much as possible.

· Be enthusiastic about your speech topic and in its delivery.
                                        

Don't:
· Begin by repeating your speech title (redundant) or rambling—or ending with a whimper. 

· Avoid using written out text or extensive notes.  Don’t read your speech or appear to be dependent upon notes.
· Speak in a monotone voice.
· Lean on the lectern, and stay glued to it throughout the speech.  Conversely:
· Move about excessively and without purpose
· Appear preachy, harsh, or condescending. 

· Make us feel that we are being subjected to a lecture.
· Give us a laundry list of subjects, each lacking in depth.
· Use fillers such as, “and, and-a, so, now” to segue between topics. 
· Set up visual aids after your introduction.

· Fumble awkwardly with visual aids during your speech, or display items that are difficult for the audience to see.
· Use distasteful or obtuse language.
· Appear to lack confidence.
· Don’t let these do's and don'ts discourage you from participating!  For purposes of instruction, this article is intended to be as comprehensive as possible.  
Now, contact your club VP, Education and sign up!  Best of luck!
