EVALUATING FOR COMPETITION

By Robert A. Richert, DTM

Founder's District Evaluation Contest Winner, 1989


The art of evaluation is one of the most challenging of Toastmasters meeting roles.  Evaluation requires good listening skills, keen observation, empathy, and effective communication.  According to Toastmasters International, the purpose of evaluation is to present an honest reaction to a speech in a positive, constructive manner.  The evaluator's role is not that of critic, but rather that of facilitator and motivator.   

In order to ensure maximum fairness, each contestant evaluates the same person called the "Model” or “Test Speaker".  The Model Speaker presents a five to seven minute speech during which contestants observe and take notes.  After the speech, contestants are given five minutes to prepare.  At the end of the five minute time period all of their notes are confiscated.  Just before the contest commences, all but the first contestant is escorted out of the room so that no one may benefit by hearing the previous competitors.  Notes are handed back just before each contestant is called to present his or her oral evaluation.  Each evaluation is timed at two to three minutes, with disqualification for speaking less than one minute, thirty seconds or greater than three minutes, thirty seconds.  Once a contestant has finished his or her oral evaluation they are allowed to remain in the meeting room.  Here are some do and don't suggestions to help you make a strong impression on the contest judges:

DO

BEFORE THE CONTEST BEGINS:
· Obtain a copy of the rules and judge’s ballot well in advance of the contest and study both sides thoroughly.
· Arrive early; stand at the speaking area and check out the room.  If a microphone is provided and you choose to use it, learn to use it effectively.  If the lectern is too bulky or high you may ask to have it moved during the recess before you speak.  However, consider where you will place your notes.
· Remind the Toastmaster that the Model Speaker should be seated at the front of the room so as to be easily visible to the contestants.
· Find a seat in the audience with a clear view of the Model Speaker.

DURING THE MODEL SPEAKER'S TALK:
· Sit up alertly, listen actively, observe carefully, and take notes.
· Take notice of the audience’s reaction as well as your own.
· Look for things beyond the obvious; things that the other evaluators may miss.
· Record up to three of the speaker’s most memorable or pertinent comments.
DURING THE FIVE MINUTES ALLOWED FOR PREPARATION:
· Distill your notes into a brief, logical outline.  Include two or three of the speaker's best qualities and two or three areas in need of improvement or change.  
· Think of a strong, "grabber" opening (a quote from the speaker, a poignant observation, a stimulating question, etc.) for your evaluation and memorize it.

PRESENTING YOUR CONTEST EVALUATION:
· Put notes, pen, glasses, and notes down before you begin to speak.  Begin by acknowledging the Toastmaster, audience, and especially the Model Speaker, and then go to your prepared opening.  Experienced speakers may wish to begin with their opening first, then make acknowledgements; just don't forget to include both.
· Use the “Sandwich” technique; begin and end your evaluation with positive comments.  Sandwich your suggestions for improvement in the middle.  Your evaluation should be balanced, not too many suggestions for improvement or too much flowery praise.  Hone in on two or three main points for each.
· Be friendly and enthusiastic.  Show compassion, support, and excitement about the speaker and the speech.
· Practice good mechanics, including purposeful gestures, good posture, and proper vocal variety, volume and pitch.  Make eye contact throughout the room, not just toward the Model Speaker.
· Personalize your language through use of semantic qualifiers.  This is very important!  Use phrases such as; "In my opinion…I feel that…What impressed me most was…I think that…My suggestion is…"  These phrases convey to the audience and judges that you are offering personal, subjective observations.
· Show the speaker how to improve.  It's one thing to point out flaws, it's quite another to offer a specific pathway to improvement.  For example, instead of saying, “Jill, you speak too softly”, you might say, “Jill, your message is important to all of us.  I suggest that you visually seek out the person sitting at the farthest corner of the room and project your voice to him or her.  This will ensure that we will all hear your message.”
· A touch of humor can spice up your evaluation.  Humor lightens the atmosphere and may be a useful diplomatic tool for suggesting improvements.  For example, in one of my contest evaluations, I said, “I noticed that our speaker appears be very religious.  She had her hands clasped in front of her in the prayer position for much of her speech.”  This received a big laugh, including from the Model Speaker.  I went on to offer ways for her to improve.
· Conclude with a brief summary and offer encouraging words to the Model Speaker.  End positive and upbeat; finish with a bang, not a whimper!
· When finished, acknowledge the Toastmaster, wait until he/she approaches the lectern, shake hands and sit down.

DON'T

· Don't begin by offering irrelevant side comments, rambling on about something that just occurred or by introducing yourself.  Stick to your prepared opening statement. 
· Do not just give a long laundry list of comments or hopscotch from topic to topic.  You risk appearing to lack insight and depth. 

· Avoid harsh, condescending, or negative language such as, "You shouldn't… Don't…Never…" and especially, "A good speaker would …"
· Don't be confrontational or appear argumentative.
· Avoid talking about yourself; keep the focus on the speech and speaker.
· Never express disagreement with the speaker's opinions.  However, you may comment upon how certain remarks affected the audience.
· No whitewashes!  No matter how great the speech, there is always room for improvement or at least, an alternative way to present the message; for example, a story or joke might emphasize a point more effectively than an argument.  Whitewashes do not help the speaker and will be graded negatively by the judges.
· Conversely, avoid appearing highly critical or judgmental.  The judges will grade a harsh evaluation negatively.
· Don't focus eye contact on the model speaker all or even most of the time.  Remember that you are presenting to an audience and judges as well.
· Avoid excessive dependence upon notes; you risk appearing insincere and lacking in confidence. 
· Don't hold on to your notes, eyeglasses, pen, etc. during your evaluation.  This conveys nervousness and inhibits your ability to gesture effectively.
· It is unwise to point your forefinger at the model speaker.  This gesture makes you appear to be talking down or admonishing the speaker, not helping.
· Do not end by thanking the audience; they will thank you with applause.  


Participation in evaluation contests provides you with an opportunity to sharpen and improve your observation, listening, and public speaking skills in a competitive atmosphere.   In addition to becoming a better evaluator, you will accrue knowledge that will help you to improve your own public speaking skills.  During regular club meetings practice the ‘Do’ suggestions and avoid the ‘Don’t’.  Take the experience you gain at your club and apply it to the next Evaluation Contest.  You just might take home that winning trophy!
