A LITTLE "PARLY-PRO"

Help for Toastmasters in Conducting Club Business

By Robert A. Richert, DTM

Since ancient times, people have devised rules to govern themselves during group discussion and decision-making.  In 1876, Henry M. Roberts III published his now famous, Roberts Rules of Order as a, "…basic guide to fair and orderly procedure in meetings."  These rules have been and continue to be revised.  Today a variety of organizations practice Roberts Rules throughout the world.  Unfortunately, many Toastmasters express intimidation; some see parliamentary procedure as ‘a bunch of stuffy rules’ and a complicated encumbrance to orderly meetings.  However, when properly understood and practiced, Roberts Rules are designed to enhance meeting efficiency and ensure fair treatment to all.  The late professional parliamentarian Art Hays once wrote that the purpose of "Parly-Pro" (as it is called for short) is to:

"Enable any assembly to transact business with speed and efficiency, to protect each individuals rights (whether present or absent) and to preserve harmony among the members.  The principles to accomplish this are:

1. Only one subject is considered at a time

2. Only one speaker is heard at any one time.

3. Each proposal presented for consideration is entitled to free and full debate.

4. Every member has rights equal to those of every other member.

5. The will of the majority must be carried out and the rights of the minority must be preserved.

6. The personality and desires of each member should be merged into the larger unit of the organization.

These six principles form the foundation upon which the structure of parliamentary procedure is built."


At the very least, every club should practice these six principles because they are based upon common sense and courtesy.  All Toastmaster Clubs receive updated copies of the governing document entitled, Club Constitution and Standard By-laws.  Article IX, Section 1 states; “Roberts Rules of Order, Newly Revised shall be the final authority as to parliamentary procedure.”  Fortunately, Toastmasters International offers a variety of instructional materials (search parliamentary procedure on their website).  All members, not just club leaders, should acquire a basic knowledge about how to conduct a business meeting.  One benefit is that this knowledge is universal; most organizations outside of Toastmasters (including most corporations) employ Roberts Rules for the conduction of business meetings.  Thus, knowledge of parly-pro will enhance your leadership potential at work or within your chosen social, educational, or political organization.
Please go to next page…
CONDUCTING THE BUSINESS MEETING

PRESIDING OFFICER:  Presiding Officer is a generic term, not an official title.  The term designates the person who conducts Toastmasters business meetings.  Presiding is the responsibility of the President, but in his or her absence, the gavel goes to the officer next in line in descending order—VP, Education, VP, Membership, VP, Public Relations, Secretary, Treasurer, Sergeant at Arms.  
An effective leader is prepared, appears confident, and maintains control of the meeting.  It is important that all club officers learn and understand the logic behind the business agenda, and how to perform standard club business.  Before the club meeting begins, the Presiding Officer should consult with club officers in order to determine who is going to present reports.
APPOINT A PARLIAMENTARIAN:  If the Presiding Officer lacks the knowledge to conduct a particularly complex portion of a business meeting, she may appoint an experienced club member to serve as Parliamentarian.  Seat this appointee next to the lectern.  The Presiding Officer may call an occasional recess for consultation.  She may appoint the Parliamentarian to conduct all or part of the business meeting.  Don't make it a habit!  All club officers should be learning parly-pro as part of their leadership training.
WHAT'S IN A NAME?  The President or Presiding Officer should never open a meeting!  At the beginning of each meeting, it is the responsibility of the Sergeant at Arms to gather the attention of the audience, and settle them down.  Then, in a dignified way, he introduces the President.  This protocol helps create an atmosphere of professionalism and showcases the stature of the Presidency.  The Sergeant at Arms never uses the gavel.  Only the person who is presiding has the authority to conduct business and use this instrument.  If the President is absent, never use improper titles like "Acting President" to describe the substitute club officer.  The correct procedure is to introduce the Presiding Officer by his or her title of office and name: For example, "Please welcome our Vice President of Education, Mr. James Jones to preside at tonight's meeting.” 

CALL TO ORDER: 
 Only the Presiding Officer has the authority to call a meeting to order because this is a business matter.  Therefore, it is improper for the Sergeant at Arms or anyone else to perform this function (unless presiding).  The first duty of the President after his introduction is to state, “This meeting of (club name) is called to order”.  This means that the agenda is set and the meeting is ready to proceed.  The President taps the gavel one time and proceeds with club business.  However, last minute agenda changes are inevitable.  If you cannot update the agenda before the Call to Order, announce that corrections will be made before the educational session begins (by the President or VPE).  
MOTIONS:  (See Roberts Rules for more detailed information)


A motion is a formal proposal by a member of a deliberative assembly that the assembly take certain action (for example, change the meeting location).  
Procedure to Make a Motion from the Floor:  The proper procedure for a club member to make a motion is:

1. Raise a hand, and then wait to be recognized.

2. Stand up, and acknowledge the Presiding Officer using the correct title of office.

3. Say, "Madame President, I move that…" (State your motion).  Motions should be specific, yet as concise as possible.
Presiding Officer:  When you are presiding and a member offers a motion ask “Is there a second?”  Briefly pause and listen for a “Second” from the floor.  If no one seconds the motion, pause briefly then say, "Motion dies for lack of a second."  Tap the gavel one time and move on.  If the motion is seconded, first ask the secretary to re-state it and then call for discussion.   As Presiding Officer, you have the authority to limit the time and/or number of speakers for debate or discussion.  Make sure to allow equal time to opposing sides.  Be courteous and confer with the membership before making your decision to set limitations.  Once discussion is closed, call for a vote; "All those in favor say aye, all those opposed say no" or have members raise a hand and count the votes.  Always ask for both those in favor and those opposed.  After the count announce, "Motion carries" or, "Motion is defeated" and tap the gavel one time.  Note: A motion must receive a majority vote to pass.  If there is a tie in the voting, the motion is defeated. 
NEUTRALITY:  The Presiding Officer has the right to vote on a motion, but must remain neutral at all times during discussion or debate.  However, if a motion or statement is too long, complicated or confusing, the Presiding Officer may ask the person to re-state it in a more intelligible or concise manner.  Suppose the Presiding Officer has a strong opinion or expertise on a subject that is up for debate?  In this case, she has the option of handing the gavel to another club officer to conduct that portion of the meeting.  Then, and only then, may she participate in the discussion and vote.
HANDLING DISRUPTIONS:  Repeated interruptions or excessive chatter amongst members of the audience can adversely impact the quality of club meetings.  Here is the proper procedure to handle disruptions:

1. Tap the gavel one time.

2. State the offender's name(s).

3. State "You are not in order at this time”.  Please wait until you are given the floor to speak.”
If a person persists, the Presiding Officer may repeat the process; offer them the opportunity to speak next or in private later.  Use good judgment and restraint.  Most of us enjoy an occasional humorous barb or off-key remark.
GOING OFF-TRACK:  Sometimes the person at the lectern will make a mistake or act out of sequence with the agenda.  A member may interrupt the person in charge when it is necessary to maintain meeting integrity.  Be courteous and helpful.  The proper procedure for a member to interrupt is:

1. Raise your hand and wait to be recognized (If this fails, go to step 2).

2. Stand up and use the appropriate greeting ("Madame President…")

3. Politely call attention to the correct procedure then sit down.
Go to next page…
THE BUSINESS MEETING AGENDA

The two sample business agendas below will serve the average Toastmaster Club.  Include it under “Business Meeting” on your club meeting agenda.  For practical purposes, I suggest your club condense the business agenda as shown at the right below*.  Add Special Committees, Unfinished and New Business to the agenda only when needed:
Standard:
Minutes


Condensed:
Minutes





Reports, Club Officers


Reports, Officers and Committees

Standing Committees


If needed: 

Special Committees


        
     Special Committees

Unfinished Business     


     Unfinished Business



New Business


        
     
     New Business

Minutes: The Secretary reads the minutes, and they must be approved by the membership.  The Presiding Officer also has the option of assigning a committee to read and approve them, or they can be e-mailed to all club members before meeting day.  Minutes postponed from a previous meeting(s) are to be read chronologically and approved separately.  Here is the correct procedure for the reading of the minutes during the business meeting:

1. The Presiding Officer calls upon the Secretary for a report on the minutes.

2. The Secretary stands and reads them or announces that the Minutes have been emailed, and states any corrections that have been submitted via email.

3. The Presiding Officer asks the membership, "Are there any (‘other’, if appropriate) corrections or additions to the minutes?"

4. The Secretary records the corrections or additions.

5. The Presiding Officer says, "Minutes are approved as read (or e-mailed)" (If there are no changes) or "Minutes are approved as amended."
Officer Reports: Officer reports are always presented in descending order; President, VP, Education, VP Membership, VP Public Relations, Secretary, Treasurer, and Sergeant at Arms.  The exception is the reading of the Minutes by the Secretary, which leads the business agenda.  Each club officer reports to the membership about club activities related to his office; for example, the Treasurer announces the bank balance.  In addition, club officers report upon business discussed at the previous Executive Committee meeting.  Officers report decisions by the Executive Committee, a call to action (motion), or simply to inform.
Standing Committee Reports: Each club office, except Secretary, Treasurer, and Sergeant at Arms has its own Standing Committee.  This is the time for committee members to give reports on their activities.
Special Committee Reports: Sometimes the President will assign a Special Committee to perform a specific task, for example, finding a new meeting location.  This is the proper place for such reports.
Unfinished Business*: This is a matter or motion that was left unresolved at a previous meeting and recorded in the Minutes.  It is the duty of the club secretary​—and no one else​—to bring Unfinished Business to the attention of the President.  Thus, the President never asks the membership at large if there is any Unfinished Business.  The Secretary announces the Unfinished Business and the president then takes up the matter/motion.
New Business*:  New Business serves only one purpose and one purpose only; to provide a member the opportunity to make a motion for the club to vote to take action in some way.  Before calling for a motion, a member is entitled to explain his or her purpose in making the motion.  However, New Business is not to be used for making announcements, general statements, or asking questions unless a resultant motion is made.  During the business meeting under, New Business on the agenda, the president asks the membership "Is there any New Business?"  The proper response from a member is, “Mr. or Madame President, I move that… (State your motion).”  Next, the president follows parliamentary procedure for handling the motion.  This, and only this, is the essence of New Business. 
*For more detailed information on these Business Meeting agenda items see my article, Unfinished Business, Old Business, New Business, Who’s Business is it?









