FILL THOSE CLUB ROLES
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Some new Toastmaster members jump right in feet first; they sign up to speak and are active in the club from the outset.  On the other hand, some members are reluctant to participate fully or regularly.  Some of the latter group may have practical reasons for less active participation.  Some may feel intimidated by the abundance of experienced speakers in the club, or some may be more fearful than others about public speaking.  Toastmaster clubs should try to avoid allowing any member to slip through the cracks.  We must encourage active and balanced participation by all members, while understanding that each of us learns at our own pace.  Here are some proven ways to help you engage all of your club members.
METHODS:  Some clubs allow members to voluntarily fill club roles and others instruct the VP, Education to prepare a schedule.  Some may use a combination of both.  There are advantages and disadvantages to assigning roles and to making assignments voluntary.  The volunteer system allows people the freedom to fill roles as they see fit.  However, this usually leads to an imbalance of participation; some members seem to volunteer quite often while others may not sign up to participate as often as they should.  

The advantage of the VP, Education assigning meeting roles via a schedule is that everyone is rotated around; thus, everyone participates on an equal footing.  At least, that is how it is supposed to work!  My experience with this method is that invariably, those that do not wish to participate actively will cancel or just not show up regularly.  Juggling this system often gives the VP, Education and others a headache because the schedule keeps changing, often at the last minute.  
For those clubs that assign roles, consistent communication between the VPE and membership is vital.  Merely placing names on and distributing a schedule and expecting full participation is seldom effective.  People must be reminded of their assignments well in advance (preferably more than once) and members must acknowledge that they are willing and able to fill the roles.  
In one club that uses the volunteer system, the VP, Education keeps track of each member’s participation and plots the information on a chart.  Those that are not participating fully are contacted privately and queried about their inactivity (see Mentors).  
Whatever method of scheduling your club chooses to employ, be aware of the potential pitfalls and act to alleviate or eliminate them. 
MENTORS:  It is important that each new member be assigned a mentor promptly and that mentors take an active interest in the participation and progress of their mentees.  In most clubs there are a few members that do not participate regularly.  I recommend that their assigned mentors speak with them privately and find out why.  Some members have good reasons for not being active such as heavy work loads, family commitments, and temporary emergencies.  These reasons should be respected.  We should not try to place excessive pressure on these members because this effort may backfire and cause them to leave.  Remember, each of us is entitled to learn at our own pace.  On the other hand, if the member is not actively participating out of fear of failure or intimidation, the mentor and club leadership should be offering encouragement.
MIND-SET:  Create a club atmosphere in which one is NOT expected to be near perfect in performance of speeches and club meeting roles; like one would expect on opening night of a stage play.  Instead, create a mind-set that your club is more like an ongoing rehearsal than the play itself.  Like ongoing rehearsals for a play, your club should be a comfortable place that encourages its members to work out the kinks in their speeches, try new things, hone their skills, and yes, maybe look awkward at times in the process!  However, none of the above should be interpreted as an excuse for lack of preparation!  Members should always prepare adequately for each assigned role.  Just promote the understanding that within this ‘rehearsal’ atmosphere, mistakes are not only tolerated, they are expected!  The Toastmasters club is where we learn to develop the skills that we may later translate into a professional public speaking or leadership role - the play.  Your club may choose a better metaphor than mine, but your goal should be to create a relaxed and inviting climate; one that encourages balanced participation, and where no one is made to feel inadequate.  24 years ago, my mentors created a similar mind-set for me.  Consider my story…
METAMORPHISIS:  Impressed by public speaking ability, a member of my current club nicknamed me “Mr. Smooth”.  Believe me; neither I nor anyone else is born to appear polished and professional (smooth) in front of an audience.  For example, in my first Ice Breaker speech I lost my place and froze up like an iceberg; I nervously stared into space for what seemed like minutes until I regained my composure.  I was quite embarrassed, but the club gave me the encouragement to move forward.  They made me understand that what I perceived as a disaster was really a minor bump on the road.    
In the beginning, it seemed as if every other word that came out of my mouth was ah, um, or er!  I’m sure that I gave many an Ah Counter writer’s cramp!  However, I kept saying to myself, “Swallow those ahs”.  By focusing on the problem, I was able to eventually eliminate them from my speeches.  
Whenever I stood to speak those first few months in Toastmasters, my arms were flailing all over the place; I was overly animated.  Yes, I felt and appeared quite awkward when I began the effort to implement more refined, purposeful gestures.  However, in time and with practice and guidance from the club, my gestures gradually became more controlled and purposeful.  Then I started winning best speaker ribbons.  
The moral of my story is that it required time and focused effort coupled with many moments of awkwardness - a lot of ‘rehearsal’ - for me to become Mr. Smooth!  It also required a club climate in which I was not expected to be perfect, and my development as a speaker and leader was encouraged and mentored. 
MEASURING UP:  It’s a cliché, but it’s true; your only competition is you and you alone!  New members - please do not feel that you are in competition with the experienced members of your club.  Instead, absorb from them.  I believe that you will gain far more by being a member of a club with some advanced members than by being amongst a group with your own or lesser ability.  

I recall a time in one club when a member seemed to win Best Table Topics, Speaker, or Evaluator nearly every time he spoke.  He was quite popular and very funny.  However, when one member continues to win most of the ribbons, this is not good for the overall well being of a club.  All too often, the most entertaining but not necessarily the best delivered table topic, speech, or evaluation wins; or the ribbon goes to a popular club member.  The club leadership should discourage this behavior.  One way that all of us can help encourage and instill confidence in new or shy members and create an atmosphere in which anyone can win a ribbon is by the manner in which we choose to cast our vote for the awards handed out at each meeting.  All of us should try to follow these guidelines:

1. Consider each individual performance on its own merits instead of measuring each participant against the rest of the group.  
2. Consider which individual exceeded his or her personal level of experience to the highest degree amongst the group. 
3. Consider who best meets the requirements set for them by Toastmasters guidelines.
Practice these three suggestions and I believe that every member will feel that they have an equal chance of becoming recognized for their efforts.
ME, READY?  How many times have we heard a scheduled speaker say, “I’m just not ready” and then back out of giving a scheduled speech?  In fact, statements like this often imply underlying anxiety; that the speaker fears suffering failure or embarrassment in front of an audience.  Recall my comments about the club atmosphere being one more like a rehearsal than a play.  This helps to alleviate a sense of intimidation.  New members - in the beginning talk about subjects that you care about and know well.  This will make preparation easier and delivery more comfortable, plus boost your confidence.  



One problem is that new members are often under the impression that in order to be properly understood, they must communicate every word of their speech in a precise way.  Studies have shown that audiences retain at best about ten percent of the words in any given speech.  Instead of drudgingly writing out every word of your speech, focus on your main message and subdivide it into three or so supporting points.  Prepare a simple, brief outline.  Use ‘trigger’ words or phrases on your outline to generate a theme, concept, or story.  Trust your natural ability to formulate the rights words and speak in a coherent, conversational manner.  You may fear losing your train of thought or stumbling and stammering, but consider that dependence upon extensive notes is no guarantee against this; in fact, fully written notes usually encumber ones ability to speak fluently!  With practice, you will learn to speak smoothly from an outline.  

I can’t tell you how many times I have heard a speaker tell me that they were quite nervous at the lectern.  Yet, sitting in the audience, I could barely detect nervousness at all!  Understand that a speaker’s perception about his or her nervousness, mistakes, and mishaps is usually far greater than is visible to the audience.  One piece of advice that I give to new members is, “When you get up to speak, think not that the audience is looking at you; instead think that they are looking with you!  Almost all have been through those first few nerve-wracking speeches and we are empathetic.  Believe that the audience wants you to succeed and you are more likely to succeed!”  

In summary, No one should be made to feel embarrassed by a performance in front of the group, and there is no such thing as a failing speech in the Toastmasters club environment.  We are there to support and help our members to move forward!  All club officers and members should work to ensure that the needs of its members are being met within a comfortable, encouraging, and ‘rehearsal’ atmosphere.  Conversely, each individual member should fulfill his or her pledge to prepare adequately and participate fully.  
Encourage your Toastmaster members to follow the guidelines in this article.  Your club will retain and better serve its membership. 

