SPEECH EVALUATION

What to observe in a speaker

By Robert A. Richert, DTM


At the heart of Toastmaster’s educational program is the process of evaluation.  We improve our speaking skills through practice, augmented by giving and receiving continual feedback from our fellow members.  Experience confirms that this method works quite effectively.            


According to Toastmasters instructional literature, your goal as an evaluator is to give an honest reaction to a speaker’s presentation in a positive, constructive manner.  Your attitude is one of motivator and facilitator, not critic.  Take an active interest in your assigned speaker and sincerely want him or her to be successful.  That is the key to a good evaluation.  Becoming a skilled evaluator can be as challenging and exciting as becoming a skilled speaker. 

BEFORE THE MEETING

Talk to your assigned speaker about the manual project.  Make sure he or she understands its main objectives.  Ask the speaker to tell you about his or her perceived strengths and weaknesses, and which specific aspects of this speech should merit your keen attention (for example – gestures, transitions between subjects, voice volume, etc.)  Before your speaker is introduced, have pen and paper ready to record your observations.  Do not use the evaluation guide in the speaker’s manual to take notes.  Wait until after the speech to fill in your comments in the manual.  When the speech begins, focus on your speaker and try to avoid distractions.  Be an alert and active listener.

OBSERVING THE SPEAKER

Many Toastmasters, especially new members, express intimidation about evaluating a speaker; a comment often repeated is, “I don’t know what to look for.”  The following section is designed to help.  In addition to those items listed in the manual project, below are some specific aspects relevant to almost any Toastmasters speech.  Some of these may warrant your comments.
Transition:  Upon his introduction, the speaker should be positioned close enough to the lectern so as to expedite rather than waste time in transition.  The speaker should shake hands with the Toastmaster, acknowledge her, and then greet the audience.  If the speaker has props or visual aids, these should be set up before he is introduced.  When a speaker fumbles about setting up props after his introduction, the audience may lose interest and the speaker will appear to be unprepared.  
The Speech Opening:  Jot down the speaker’s opening statement.  It should grab the audience’s attention and lead into the topic.  Watch for the following common problems:

1. Repeating the speech title, this is redundant and does not ‘grab’ the audience.

2. Rambling, or adding spontaneous comments irrelevant to the speech.
3. Adding introductory material (unless required by the manual project).  The Toastmaster should provide a comprehensive introduction.

4. Passing out handouts.  This will distract the audience.  Handouts should be already in place or passed out after the speech.

Following the opening, listen for a brief summary of the main points of the speech (“I’m going to talk about A, B, and C”).

The Body of the Speech:  The speaker’s ideas should be expressed clearly, in an organized, logical manner, and geared toward the audience’s level of understanding.  Arguments should be supported by facts and examples.  The speech content should not seem over crowded or sparse; it shouldn’t appear to contain too much or too little information.  Look for smooth transitions between the main topics; not “…and then”, or “…and so” used repeatedly as segue’s.  Anecdotes, stories, and jokes should support or harmonize with the overall theme.  

The Speech Closing:  Like the speech opening, the closing should contain a summary of the main points and end firmly.  Some examples of effective closings include; a pertinent quotation, a call to action (“make your next car a fuel efficient one!”), a brief anecdote, or display of a visual aid that sums up the main thrust of the speech.  The conclusion should not descend into a whimper.  There should be no ambiguity about when the speech is finished.  The speaker need not thank the audience.

Visual Aids:  Reminder; visual aids should be set up and ready to go before the speaker is introduced.  If the speaker makes use of a flipchart or poster board, written words or symbols should be legible and easily viewed by those seated at the back of the room.  Each page or poster should be concise; too much information or wordiness may confuse or distract the audience.  Props should be easy to see and recognize, unless obviously intended to be ambiguous.  One common mistake is to hold on to a prop after the speaker is finished talking about it or conversely, not hold it up long enough for all to see and understand.  In general, visual aids should be handled smoothly.  They should enhance the speech, not detract from the message.

Clutching Objects: Holding on to or playing with pens, eyeglasses, and other objects, and shuffling papers during a speech conveys nervousness and distracts the audience’s attention.  Props should be handled efficiently and with purpose.  For example, putting on glasses, then reading a brief passage, and then putting the glasses down can be visually effective.  
Use of Notes:  Speaker’s notes should be handled smoothly and with minimal motion.  Ideally, the audience won’t even know that notes are being used.  Watch for “head bobbing” up and down due to reading.  A speech that is read from a fully written script and with minimal or no attempt at eye contact is seldom effective.  However, some manual projects require that the speech be read from a prepared script.  Nonetheless, the speaker should attempt to make substantial eye contact with the audience.  The bottom line is that notes should be a speaker’s aid, not an encumbrance.
The Speaker’s Body Language:  Gestures should be purposeful, not meaningless and distracting.  Watch for bad habits such as hands leaning on the lectern, in pockets, clasped in the ‘prayer’ position at the stomach area (advanced fig leaf), and ‘wind milling’ (hands extending out from the prayer position, then back in).  These common gestures usually convey nervousness or have become unconscious habits.  Look for a nice variety of gestures, including some with one hand, that harmonize with and enhance the speech’s message.  
Watch for darting eyes and other forms of poor eye contact, and look for good facial expression.  Moving away from the lectern to make a point can be effective, but excessive animation or rocking back and forth is usually a sign of nervousness.  A speaker’s movements should also have purpose.  Look for good posture and poise.  In general, the speaker should appear confident and in control.

Voice and Language:  Look for variation of vocal volume, tone, pitch, and pacing.  Some common bad habits include speaking too softly​—the voice trailing off at the end of a sentence—and/or speaking too fast.  One good quality to listen for is silence; a pause at the right moment can be a powerful communication device.  Use of colorful and descriptive language is an essential element of good storytelling, but it may also serve to spice up an informative or technical speech.  The choice of words should be suited to the audience’s level of intellect, expertise, and maturity level.  This is particularly important to the effective communication of technical information.          


I recommend that you take extensive notes; use your own version of shorthand.  Record those things that the speaker performed well and those that are in need of improvement.  After the speech, go over your notes and hone in on three of four of the most important items for your oral evaluation.  If time allows use a separate piece of paper or note card to organize your notes into a logical outline.  Remember, an evaluation is a mini-speech, with a strong opening, organized body, and solid conclusion.

THE ORAL EVALUATION

Don’t forget to bring the speaker’s manual along with your notes to the lectern.  When introduced, acknowledge the General Evaluator, the audience and especially your speaker.  As you begin, remind the audience of the speaker’s objectives.  If the Toastmaster has not done so, I recommend that you display the manual during your explanation.  The audience will better understand your evaluation if they know what the speaker was trying to accomplish.  Yes, make eye contact with your speaker, but don’t just look at him throughout your entire evaluation.  You are sharing your evaluation with the entire audience, so make eye contact throughout the room.  Your observations are likely to be applicable to most members of the audience.  For example, one way to incorporate the audience into your evaluations is to say something like, “Like many of us, Jill lets her voice trail off at the end of a sentence.”  
Important; avoid talking about yourself or sharing your own personal experiences!  The entire focus of your evaluation should be about motivating and helping your speaker; it’s not about you!    

Your oral evaluation must be balanced.  Don’t be critical or condescending, and avoid harsh language.  Conversely, avoid a ‘whitewash’—offering nothing but flowery praise.  This does nothing to help a speaker to improve.  Use the “Sandwich” technique:  Begin and end with positive observations and sandwich your suggestions for improvements in the middle of your evaluation.   

Attempt to show the speaker how to improve rather than merely pointing out flaws.  For example, you could say, “You speak too softly”.  However, it would be more helpful to say, “I think that your message is important.  I recommend that you practice improving your volume by projecting your voice to the person sitting at the farthest corner of the room.”  The latter comments are positive, motivational, and offer specific direction.
Handling Content:  Never express disagreement with a speaker’s opinions!  Whether or not you agree with the message is irrelevant to the evaluation process.  Instead, evaluate how effectively the speaker expresses his or her opinions to the audience.  It is appropriate to comment upon speech content in some situations, but use caution.  For example, if the speaker says something that is obviously offensive to many in the audience, you should bring this to the attention of the speaker.  However, instead of mentioning your personal reaction, a more tactful response is to comment from the perspective of the audience; for example, “I noticed that several audience members grimaced when you made that off color remark.”  Next, offer the speaker a helpful suggestion.
Personalize your Language:  Semantic qualifiers such as, “In my opinion…I feel that…I think that…it seems to me…” reinforce the impression that you are offering a personal and subjective viewpoint rather than spouting dogma.  Conversely, statements like, “You shouldn’t…don’t…it’s not acceptable to…” are condescending, negative, and demeaning.  It is particularly important to personalize your language when you are talking about areas in need of improvement.  Be positive and encouraging overall.  

Evaluating an Experienced Speaker:  Eventually, all of us face the prospect of evaluating a speaker that is at a more advanced level than us.  This usually causes anxiety.  A common expression is, “I just can’t find anything to ‘critique’ in Mr. Jones’ speech; he’s so good!”  However, keep in mind that a whitewash is not going to help an experienced speaker, and experienced speakers are not perfect, otherwise, they wouldn’t need Toastmasters!  As I mentioned earlier, one should not maintain the attitude that part of evaluation is criticism.  Second, and most importantly, helping a speaker to improve is not necessarily about finding fault.  Instead, try showing them a different way.  For example, suppose Mr. Jones uses an argument to support a point made in the speech.  Perhaps an anecdote or joke, rather than argument might be a more effective way to emphasize his point.  Suppose that your speaker presents an informative speech with statistics and detailed examples, but does not provide handouts or use visual aids to help reinforce his message.  You may suggest that this speech would benefit from such aids.  All of us come to Toastmasters with a lifetime of experiences that are unique to us.  Draw upon these to help you help your speaker.


One common problem amongst more experienced speakers is that sometimes they fall into repetitive patterns.  For example, some may tend to give mostly inspirational speeches, and seldom or never offer a technical speech, or perhaps an interpretive reading.  You can point out that part of the growth process in Toastmasters is expanding our opportunities at communication.  Suggest they explore new directions.  Yes, even a ‘rookie’ Toastmaster has something to offer to an experienced Toastmaster.   


As I have shown, many elements of a speech are amenable to evaluation.  Learn and implement the suggestions in this article and you won’t have to complain, “I don’t know what to look for”.  With practice you will gain experience and confidence.  The process of Evaluation is one of the best tools for improving speaking and listening skills in Toastmasters.  One of the most rewarding aspects of evaluation is that as we help our fellow members become more effective speakers, by osmosis, we help ourselves improve our public speaking skills!
