THE "MINOR" FUNCTIONS

By Robert A. Richert, DTM


The so called ‘minor’ functions - Pledge of Allegiance, Invocation or Opening Thought, Joke Master, Toast, Timer, Ah-Counter, Grammarian, Word of the Day, and Vote Counter (also called Teller, Honor's Master, and Ballot Counter) are an integral aspect of Toastmaster training.  Yet, because extensive preparation is not required, members often take these ‘small’ jobs for granted.  This article is designed as an instructional aid for new members and a refresher course for old-timers.  The manner in which some of these functions or parts of a given function are performed may vary from club to club.  Consult with your club leadership for guidance.  We assign members as functionaries for the following purposes:

· To provide more speaking opportunities for members.
· To improve our listening skills.
· To improve the educational quality of our meetings.

Early in the educational session, the Toastmaster usually calls upon each functionary to explain his or her particular job.  In most clubs, each member speaks standing by his seat, not at the lectern.  It is important that each functionary explain why we include this function as part of the meeting, as well as what it entails, especially when guests and new members are present.  For example, the Timer might say, "In most public speaking situations, your host will notify you as to how much time you are allowed.  Toastmaster meetings provide us the opportunity to practice speaking within specified timed parameters, which is valuable training—why.  In order to facilitate this, we use a sequence of colored lights.  I will now explain and demonstrate the lights—how (how and why are explained in detail for each minor function below).
When an assigned functionary stumbles or is unsure how to perform a procedure, this reflects poorly upon the quality of the meeting as a whole.  It is a member's responsibility to arrive at each meeting prepared to perform his assigned function!  If you are new or uncertain about your assignment, save this article and refer to the relevant section for help.  However, performance of these functions varies from club to club.  Contact your mentor, the Toastmaster or Vice-President, Education for specific changes that pertain to your club.  Following is some detailed information about each 'minor' function:

JOKE MASTER:  The purpose of this function is to loosen-up the audience and help create a friendly atmosphere early in the meeting.  In some clubs, the Joke Master is scheduled at the beginning of the meeting and introduced by the President.  In other clubs, this function is performed at the beginning of the Educational Session during the introductions of the Functionaries.  Since there is no need to explain this function, the Joke Master uses that time to stand and tell his joke.  The joke may be one or more one-liners, a humorous story, or funny quote.  However, it should not exceed one minute in length.  Certain types of humor may be offensive to some, so good taste is advisable.  Plenty of resources are available for jokes and humorous stories (Readers Digest, internet).  Yes, good clean jokes are readily available!  

TOAST:  Toasting is an ancient custom.  Today, it is usually performed on special occasions in honor of a person, persons, or a special event.  A typical toast will bestow best wishes and offer a thought or perspective on the occasion.  At a club meeting, the toast should be succinct, no more than one minute in length.  When called to perform this function, the usual procedure is to say, “I wish to propose a toast to (honor the person or occasion)”.  Ask that everyone raise their glasses or other object.  Then give the toast and return control to the Toastmaster.    
INVOCATION/OPENING THOUGHT:  Some Toastmasters clubs conduct a religious Invocation and some prefer a secular or generally spiritual Opening Thought.  If your club offers a religious invocation, I suggest you use caution.  Today, we live in a more religiously diverse society that ever; member sensitivity should be considered.  At many Toastmaster meetings the word Invocation is listed on the agenda, but a secular opening thought is offered.  An invocation is supposed to be a religious prayer of some sort; traditionally it was not used to express a secular thought.  However, many people do not draw a distinction between the two.  If your club does not use a religious invocation, I suggest the club adopt a Standing Rule stated something like this; “A Club member will provide an uplifting, positive message of a generally spiritual or secular nature.”  This gives members specific direction.  The Opening Thought should be brief, no more than one minute, and should harmonize with the meeting theme.  Its purpose is to inspire us, motivate us, make us think, or express good thoughts.

PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE:  The Pledge of Allegiance and Opening Thought are often assigned to the same person and given one after the other.  The Pledge should always precede an opening thought, but follow a religious prayer.  Ask all club members to stand, or ask all that all who wish to participate to stand and say, “Please face the flag with me and recite the Pledge of Allegiance (to the United States of America)”.  Ask that each hold his or her hand to their heart and follow you in reciting the Pledge.  Speak audibly and at a pace that is easy to follow.  Ask the membership to sit down after the Pledge.        
TIMER: The purpose of this function is to help keep the meeting on track and to train members at speaking within specified timed parameters.  Most clubs use a sequence of green, yellow, and red colored cards or electric lights, plus a stopwatch.   Check to see that these devices are available and working properly.  A word to the wise; make sure that you understand how to operate the stopwatch before the meeting begins!  Position the lights so that they are clearly visible to everyone that stands to speak.  Talk to the assigned speakers to confirm their times, and then write these on your agenda or timer’s form.  

After you explain the purpose of this function, say, “Timing begins with the first word uttered by the speaker or by any attempt at non-verbal communication with the audience such as the display of an object or an obvious gesture.”  Use Table Topics as an example, and then demonstrate by going through the light sequence.  The light sequence for all timing situations is the same - green, followed by yellow, followed by red.  Below is the correct procedure for operation of the lights: 

Table Topics (1 - 2 minutes)

One minute - GREEN light on

One minute, thirty seconds - green light off, YELLOW light on

Two minutes - yellow light off, RED light on 
If a speaker exceeds his designated time, do not turn the red light off after the maximum time has expired—the red light always remains on until a speaker is finished!  In order to meet the requirements for Table Topics, a participant must speak for a minimum of one minute, but not more than two minutes, thirty seconds.  A grace period of thirty seconds under or thirty seconds over the assigned time is allowed for prepared speeches and evaluations.  For example, for a speech allocated five to seven minutes, the speaker must reach four minutes, thirty seconds and not exceed seven minutes, thirty seconds.  Speakers will not know if they have met minimum or maximum time limits by viewing the lights (except minimum time for Table Topics).  Record the time lengths for all speakers in each session that is subject to timing.    
After each session in which members vote, the Toastmaster will ask for a Timer's report.  Sometimes he or she will ask you for the time lengths for each participant; in this case, you announce them.  Often, however, the Toastmaster will simply ask, “Did all speakers qualify (for the balloting)”.  In this case, you announce either that all speakers met their requirements or state the names of only those members that failed to meet the required time.


In order to compensate for possible human error with the timing device, the Timer should allow a small degree of leeway for those speakers who failed to meet their requirements.  For example, if a speaker exceeds the overtime by two seconds, you may decide to qualify him anyway.  Use your best judgment.  However, this suggestion does not apply in speech contests.  Contest rules require precise timing!  

Sometimes a speaker will go on and on well beyond his time.  This situation can be embarrassing for the club and difficult for the Timer.  No one wants to interrupt a speaker and appear rude.  However, a speaker that greatly exceeds his or her assigned time is throwing the meeting off track.  This is rude and demonstrates disrespect for the club.  Therefore, each club should establish a procedure for handling over time speeches; for example, at a designated time after the red light goes on, the Timer is instructed to use a buzzer or begin applauding and encouraging others to follow.    
BALLOT COUNTER, VOTE COUNTER, TELLER, HONORS MASTER (All of these titles describe the same function):  The purpose of this function is to create a friendly competition among program participants and to reward speakers for a job well done.  Toastmasters International provides perforated ballots (Supply Catalogue #163) with sections for votes and comments for the prepared speakers.  Before the meeting begins, see that every place setting has a ballot (distributing ballots is the job of the Sergeant at Arms, but always double check).  When called to explain your function, display and briefly describe the various sections.  Ask everyone, including guests to participate.  Unless your club has adopted a different policy, ask that they vote for only one person, not first, second, etc.  This makes counting the votes much easier, especially in clubs with high rates of attendance.  


In some clubs, the Ballot Counter is allocated time to go around the room to collect the ballot slips.  In other clubs, the audience passes them to him or her.  Often, there is a little of both.  Collect all of the ballots for each session in which the Toastmaster calls for a vote.  Here's a tip; ask the audience to fold the slips designated for speaker comments in half and then write the name of the speaker on the outside.  That way you will be less likely to confuse these for the slips designated for votes.  By all means do NOT confuse the slips designated for speaker comments with those designated for best speaker!  At the appropriate time, hand the assigned speakers their comment slips.

The Ballot Counter usually has sufficient time to compute the results immediately following each session.  Don't wait to do it all after all club votes are cast and collected because you may mix up votes from one session with those from another, and you may end up pressed for time.  One efficient way to tabulate results (provided only one name is to appear on the ballot for each category) is to separate the ballots into stacks based upon the individual names of the vote recipients—Smiths in one stack, Jones in another.  This method makes it easy to determine the winner.  Write down the names of the winner (and runner up, if applicable to your club) for each session.  Don't forget to exclude those deemed ineligible.  Never announce a tie!  In order to prevent this, the Ballot Counter does not vote, except to break a tie in the balloting.  During the presentation of awards, the Toastmaster will ask the Ballot Counter to announce the winner for each category of competition.  

AH-COUNTER:  The purpose of this function is to put a spotlight on a pervasive public speaking problem; overuse of verbal crutches and fillers such as, "ah, er, um, and-a, so, ya-know, like", etc.  The Ah-Counter records these abuses and gives a report toward the end of the educational session.  When called to explain this function, emphasize that by focusing on these problems we encourage members to work toward eliminating them.  You might give the audience the following advice: "A silent pause is preferable to all those ahs," or, "Try swallowing those ahs."  All members are eligible, and you should keep track of their abuses throughout the entire meeting.  Do not include non-Toastmaster guests unless given specific permission.  Obtain a blank piece of paper (some clubs provide a form).  As each person stands to speak, write down his or her name.  Leave space next to the names and record each verbal crutch with a simple tick mark.   

When you give your report, announce the member name followed by the number of ahs.  However, it is unnecessary to announce the ahs for everyone on your list.  For example, suppose that Jane gave a seven-minute speech but only uttered three ahs.  Instead of saying, "Jane had three ahs", make a positive statement such as, "Although Jane gave a speech, she had very few ahs.  Conversely, do not embarrass anyone with a serious ‘ah’ problem by announcing a large number.  Just announce that he or she uttered many ahs and offer some encouragement.  Write down specific words, phrases or sounds other than ah ("so, ya-know, like") that are also used repeatedly as fillers (I created a form with ‘ah’ and these other filler words written across the top and below each a series of boxes to record the abuses).  When asked to give your report, call upon the people on your list.  If time is an issue, select only the worst offenders.  Also, praise those that did not use ahs or who used very few.  In some instances, you may need to point out a specific problem.  For example, "At the beginning of a new thought, Joe repeatedly begins a new sentence with the word so.”  If your report is not timed, try to keep it at less than two minutes.  

In some Toastmaster clubs, the Ah Counter uses a bell, clicker, or other sounding device to alert speakers as they utter fillers and verbal crutches.  Although proven effective at helping some speakers to eliminate the problem, sounding devices can also be distracting and throw a speaker off track.  Therefore, use of these devices requires 'sound' judgment.  Finally, some clubs assess a small fine (usually a few cents) for each filler or verbal crutch.  Consult with your club leaders for the correct procedures on these matters.

GRAMMARIAN:  The purpose of this function is to focus attention upon our use of language so that we can improve our vocabulary and sentence structure.  The Grammarian's job is to listen actively throughout the entire meeting or educational session (depending upon your club policy) and record both excellent and incorrect usage of language.  During any given meeting, you will hear many examples of both!  A strong background in English is not necessary in order to perform this function well.  Good listening skills are more important.  

If the club does not provide a Grammarian form, obtain a blank sheet of paper.  On the left side write each person's name as they stand to speak.  You may choose to draw a vertical line from top to bottom of your paper, dividing it in half.  Write the good uses in one column and the improper uses in the other.  Use your own version of shorthand to record the speaker's words or sentences.  I recommend that you record liberally.  As the session winds down, begin to edit your notes.  For your oral report, select the best examples of good grammar and colorful language as well as the most egregious mistakes.  Call each person individually by name or in the case of shared common mistakes call all of the offenders at once.  Try to be positive and encouraging.  If your report is not timed, try to keep it at less than two minutes in length.

WORD OF THE DAY:  In most clubs this function is part of the Grammarian’s duty.  However, in some clubs the Table Topics Master provides the Word of the Day.  In some clubs everyone is encouraged to use the Word throughout the entire meeting; in others it is used in specific segments of the program such as Table Topics.  The purpose of this function is to help members to improve their vocabularies.  Before meeting day, select a word that harmonizes with the meeting theme, will increase our vocabulary, and yet is easily incorporated into a variety of subjects.  Adverbs and adjectives work well.  Besides the internet, a good source for interesting words is the section of Reader's Digest Magazine titled, Increase Your Word Power.


Before the meeting begins print the word in large, bold letters and display it at a location that is easily seen by everyone.  If the word is written in large, bold font and displayed at (standing) eye level in more than one place in the meeting room, it is more likely that members will remember to use it!  It is a good idea to include it on the agenda as well.  When called to announce the word of the day:

1. Pronounce it clearly, correctly, and audibly.

2. Give the part of speech (noun, adverb, etc.)

3. Give a concise definition.

4. Give an example of its use.

5. Encourage everyone to use it.


Provided you have sufficient space, it is advisable that you include at least some of the above information on the agenda the printed display.  As members stand to speak, record each name on a piece of paper.  Note whether they used the word and in proper context, as well as pronounced it correctly.  Include this information in your report and announce the names of those who failed to use the word at all.


Save this article and use the appropriate section for reference when assigned one of these 'minor' functions.  Members assigned one of these duties should not take them for granted; they are an important element of our club meetings.  Arrive at each meeting thoroughly prepared and listen and participate actively throughout.  The ‘minor’ functions add spice to our meetings, improve our listening and observational skills, and help contribute to our growth as speakers and leaders.  When you are assigned one of the minor functions, follow the advice in this article (once amended by your club leaders).  Arrive at the next meeting prepared to perform with confidence and enthusiasm!  
