Table Topics Master

By Robert A. Richert, DTM

Table Topics is perhaps the most enthusiastically anticipated portion of Toastmasters club meetings.  The purpose of Table Topics is to help members hone and polish their impromptu speaking skills and to expand speaking opportunities to members and guests.  The Table Topics Master’s job is to select topics that are challenging, yet provide food for thought; topics that participants can sink their teeth into, so to speak.  The Table Topics Master should be enthusiastic and create an atmosphere of fun, excitement, and anticipation. 
PREPARATION:  Once you become aware that you are assigned this function, think about an overall theme that harmonizes with the meeting theme or use the theme itself to form your topics.  The best topics are those that can lead the mind in many directions.  For example, the question, “What does the word Patriotism mean to you?” may elicit a response about our nations history, a personal remembrance, a philosophical point of view, and many other possibilities.  I suggest that you create 9 or 10 topics.  Most of the time, topics are questions, statements, or quotations (famous or not).  Sometimes the TT Master offers topics with a creative twist.  Here are some examples:

· A grab bag; participants select a topic from a bag or container (a fortune cookie saying, well known quote, bumper sticker phrase, etc.) and speak on the subject they select.
· Show a famous photo or piece of art and have the participant tell the story, or create a new fictional story about it. 
· Participants are handed an unusual object and told to describe its function (they are usually encouraged to be inventive).
· The Table Topics Master begins a story, describes a few main characters (not too many), and calls upon the first speaker to continue the story.  The next participants continue the story and the last participant wraps it up. 
· The name of a famous person or character is written on a card, along with a brief description.  Participants 'pick a card' and without divulging the characters name, act out the character using his, her, or its mannerisms or well-known sounds, words or phrases. Examples of characters are; politicians, actors, cartoon characters, people from novels, or even animals.  

The Table Topics Master function affords several opportunities for creative interpretation.  However, some of these ideas can easily backfire if not conducted properly.  If you desire to vary from the standard format, always coordinate with the VP, Education and the Toastmaster well in advance of the meeting. 
EARLY IN THE MEETING:  Obtain an updated copy of the agenda.  Remember, one of the purposes of Table Topics is to expand speaking opportunities to as many members as possible.  It is crucial that you select those members that have no assigned role or minimal roles (Pledge, Joke, Grammarian, Ah Counter, etc.) as your first priority!  Do not select the Toastmaster, Assigned Speakers or General Evaluator unless attendance is small.  All other members, including visiting Toastmasters from other clubs, are fair game.  Also, write the names of the guests on your notes and remember where each is sitting.  
    Once you have looked over the agenda and before you are called up, you may want to write the names of those you intend to call upon on your notes.  Avoid ‘set-up’ topics—offering a topic to a member because you think it is one that they will perform well.  Instead, select randomly.  Always save a couple of the easiest topics for volunteer guests.
 
WHEN YOU ARE INTRODUCED:  Briefly explain what Table Topics is, how we conduct it, and why we have it as part of our meeting.  Here are some examples: 

What – “Table Topics is the portion of the educational session in which we practice impromptu speaking skills” (you may choose to give an example of how this skill is useful outside Toastmasters; job interview, talking your way out of a ticket, being confronted by your boss, etc.)
Why – “To expand speaking opportunities to members and guests, and gain confidence in and improve our impromptu speaking skills.” 
How – “I have prepared several topics known only to me.  In order to keep everyone on their toes, I will state the topic first and then call on a member or willing guest to stand and give a one to two minute response.”
Next, if the timer has not previously explained the timing sequences, ask for the report.  Remind members that Table Topics responses are mini-speeches.  Encourage them to practice good speaking habits—organization (opening, body, and conclusion)—effective gestures—eye contact—vocal variety, etc.  In addition, remind everyone to use the word-of-the-day correctly in their responses.

Once you are ready to present your topics, state each clearly and audibly, and repeat if necessary.  Reminder; always state the topic first and then call on a participant.  This creates a sense of anticipation and compels everyone to listen.  Watch the time!  Allow a few minutes at the end of your session to allow guests an opportunity to stand and speak.  Wait until several members have responded before you politely ask if any guests if they would like participate.  This allows first time guests the advantage of seeing how Table Topics is conducted before they make a decision to participate.  

At the end of the Table Topics session call upon the Timer for a report.  If the word-of-the-day is practiced only in Table Topics at your club, ask for a Grammarian report.  Repeat the speaker’s names plus briefly mention the topic each was given for only those who qualify for the vote.  If guests or new members are present, ask that qualified participants raise a hand when you call out their names.  Call upon everyone, including guests, to select a winner from the list of those who qualified.  Ask that they write his or her name on the section of the ballot designated for Best Table Topics Speaker.  Finally, ask the Vote Counter to collect the ballots.  Return control to the Toastmaster.  
You are done!
10 STEP SUMMARY TO CONDUCTING TABLE TOPICS

1.   Think about an overall theme that harmonizes with the meeting theme, or use the theme itself to form your topics.

2.   Pick out those members that have no assigned role or minimal roles as first priority.  Do not call upon Toastmaster, Speakers, or General Evaluator.
3.   When introduced, explain the what, why and how of Table Topics.

4.   If your club only uses it during Table Topics, explain the word-of-the-day.

5.   Provide the topic first and then call upon a participant.

6.   Near the end of the session don’t forget to ask guests if they wish to participate.

7.   When finished and if your club only used the word-of-the-day during Table Topics, call upon the Grammarian for a report.

8.   Call upon the Timer for a report as to who qualified for the vote.

9.   Announce the names and topics for those who qualified and call for a vote.

10. Return control to the Toastmaster.
