THE GENERAL EVALUATION OF THE MEETING

What to observe during a Toastmasters meeting

By Robert A. Richert, DTM


Part of learning leadership is practicing to improve the quality of club meetings.  Potential members are more likely to join if they observe programs that are well prepared and run smoothly.  The manner in which each participant performs even the most minor role has a cumulative effect upon the quality of the meeting as a whole.  The feedback that we receive during the General Evaluation of the meeting is designed to help us in this effort.  This important aspect of leadership training deserves to be allocated sufficient time (usually 3-5 minutes).  In most clubs, the General Evaluator performs three main duties:

1. Introduces each of the assigned evaluators (for the prepared speakers).

2. Calls upon the assigned functionaries to give their reports.

3. Conducts the General Evaluation of the meeting.

Following are specific details on standard or proper meeting protocol.  Learning this information will help you to perform as the General Evaluation of the Meeting.  However, some meeting elements vary from club to club.  Consult your club leadership and adjust this article accordingly.  
BEFORE THE MEETING BEGINS:  The General Evaluator is a key player during the educational program.  Before meeting day, the General Evaluator should contact the assigned functionaries and evaluators to ensure that they will be in attendance and prepared.  On meeting day, it is essential that you arrive early!  Grab the agenda and confer with the Toastmaster and VP, Education for any last minute program changes.  Have pen and a piece of blank paper handy to record your observations:  You are to observe the meeting from the time you arrive until called to give your report!
WHAT TO OBSERVE

MEETING ROOM LAYOUT:  Is the room arranged to facilitate the program in the most efficient manner?  For example, the timing lights should be easily visible from the lectern and the seating area.  Banners, flags, or other objects that the club routinely displays should be in their proper places.  Before the meeting begins, all members and guests are supposed to receive a copy of the agenda, a ballot, and anything else that the club routinely provides. Guests should be given priority seating with the main body, not cast off to the side.  First time guests should be seated next to an experienced Toastmaster.  The Toastmaster and President are normally seated at the front of the room nearest the lectern.  No obstacles should impede people from moving back and forth from the lectern to the seating area.  These transitions should be performed smoothly, and the lectern should not be left unattended unless a recess is called.  If the club meets at a restaurant, both the staff and club membership should be informed as to the procedure for placing orders and paying the bill.
OPENING THE MEETING:  All meetings should begin and end on time; note the times of the Call to Order and adjournment.  An immediate recess may be declared in case of an emergency or other unanticipated delay.  The presiding officer should NOT open the meeting.  It is the responsibility of the Sergeant at Arms to open the meeting in the following manner:

1. Gain the audience's attention.

2. Settle down the crowd.
3. Introduce the President or presiding officer properly.  
The President announces, "This meeting is called to order", and then the gavel is tapped one time, not repeatedly.  The agenda is supposed to be updated before the call to order.  However, if necessary, the President may announce that amendments will be made later.  Calling the meeting to order is official club business and is performed only by the President or substitute presiding officer.  Therefore, It is inappropriate for the Sergeant at Arms (unless presiding) or anyone else to perform this function!  As the meeting begins, the President should create a pleasant, friendly, and positive atmosphere, and announce the meeting theme.  Guests should receive a warm welcome.  All guests should be introduced and unless time constraints or large attendance are prohibitive, all members as well.
THE BUSINESS MEETING:  The business meeting should be conducted efficiently and in a business-like way.  The President should appear in command and control.  He/she should be firm but fair.  If there is debate following a motion, the President must remain neutral.  Officer reports should be well prepared and concise.
THE EDUCATIONAL SESSION AS A WHOLE:  All scheduled participants should know their assigned duties and be prepared to perform with confidence.  When called to stand by their chair to speak, members should first put pens, glasses or other distracting objects down.  Anyone standing to speak at their seat should be positioned so as to not have their back to anyone for an extended period of time.  Each participant should acknowledge his introducer before and when finished speaking.  Everyone should practice good mechanics (gestures, vocal variety, etc.) at all times, no matter how brief or trivial the role.  Breaks should be timed and the meeting should come back to order promptly.  We do not 'adjourn' for a break, we ‘recess’.  Adjournment means that the meeting is over.
THE TOASTMASTER:  The Toastmaster should begin with brief opening remarks that set the tone or theme for the meeting.  She should be positive and enthusiastic.  The participants should be made the "stars of the show", not the Toastmaster.  She is supposed to lead the applause and remain at the lectern to greet the person gaining control.  Look to see that the Toastmaster demonstrates good leadership skills including being prepared, confident and in control.  Bridges between program segments should be performed smoothly.  The introductions of the prepared speakers should set the stage for the talks and provide the audience with sufficient information relevant to the forthcoming speech.
FUNCTIONARIES:  Each Functionary should understand how to perform his or her assigned duty before the meeting begins.  When called upon to explain the duty, they should also tell us why we have this function as part of the meeting and describe its purpose.  The Ballot Counter should display the ballot and explain each section.  The Timer states the time parameters for each part of the program, and should demonstrate the light sequence for Table Topics (because it is the first timed portion of the program and guests may participate).  When called upon by the General Evaluator, Functionaries' reports should be comprehensive.  Although these reports are not usually timed, each should not be so long as to impede the progress of the meeting. 
TABLE TOPICS MASTER:  The Topics Master should set the stage for the topics in a clear and concise way.  Topics should not be obtuse, obscure or difficult.  Look to see how easily members 'sink their teeth' into them.  The Word of the Day should be placed on display, correctly spelled and appear legible.  The word should be given an accurate definition and then used in a sentence as an example.  Everyone, including guests, should be encouraged to use it.  Under normal circumstances, the Topics Master does not call upon the primary participants in the program; Toastmaster, Speakers, and General Evaluator.  Conversely, he should make a priority of including members who are unassigned or who have minimal roles.  Guests should be invited to take part, but should never be coerced to participate nor asked to go first.  The Topics Master is supposed to announce the topic first, and then call upon a participant.  After the topics, he should repeat the list of participants, ask for a timer's report and then call for everyone, including guests, to vote.
TABLE TOPICS PARTICIPANTS:  Each participant should address the topic, though not necessarily directly.  Responses should be in the form of a mini-speech, with an opening, body and conclusion.  Participants should acknowledge the Topics Master and the audience.  Remember to look for good body language, eye contact and vocal variety.  Watch for bad habits such as leaning on chairs, putting hands in pockets, playing with pens, or turning the back away from audience members for an extended period. 
PREPARED SPEAKERS:  Make a brief, positive comment and thank them.  Other than this, leave their evaluation to those assigned this function.
EVALUATORS:  Spend a few moments to evaluate the assigned Evaluators.  In the interest of time, you may choose to comment on them as a team instead of individually.  Speech evaluations should have a positive, motivational thrust, geared toward building confidence and encouraging improvement.  They should begin and end on a positive note.  Evaluators should personalize their language ("I feel that…In my opinion", etc.) and show the speakers how to improve.  "Whitewashes" offer nothing but praise and "Brutal" evaluations are harsh, critical or condescending.  Instead, look for a good balance of praise and helpful suggestions. 
THE OVERALL QUALITY OF THE MEETING:  Every Toastmasters meeting should flow smoothly, be well paced, and appear professional and polished.  The atmosphere should be friendly, positive, enthusiastic, and fun.  Excessive noise, frequent disruptions and outside distractions can undermine member confidence and discourage guests to return.  At the same time, an occasional barb or humorous comment from an audience member may add spice to the meeting.  Each person at the lectern should appear confident and in control.  When each member rises to speak, he/she should greet the person who introduces him/her by their proper title (Madame President, Mr. Table Topics Master, etc.) and then acknowledge the audience.  When finished speaking from the lectern, he/she should lead the applause for the next speaker and remain there until that person has come all the way up.  Then they should shake hands.  Overall, club meetings should appear inviting.  Members and guests should leave this meeting looking forward to attending the next one.

For educational purposes, this article is designed to call attention to as many meeting details as possible, yet it may not be comprehensive.  Perhaps you could add to this list.  Obviously, sufficient time is not available during the General Evaluation (3-5 min.) to cover all of the items in this article.  During the meeting, the General Evaluator should take thorough notes.  Then he/she should distill the most important items, positive and negative, for the oral evaluation.  The oral evaluation should begin and end with positive comments.  Offer praise for things done well and provide helpful suggestions for areas most in need of improvement.   

The General Evaluation of the Meeting is an essential tool for elevating the quality of club programs.  Well-planned and professionally conducted meetings provide positive encouragement for attracting guests to join.  All members will be benefit by learning and practicing the many meeting details discussed in this article.






