Project 1: The Ice Breaker – A Supplementary Guide

(Rev 01.  Sep 2004.  Based on the 2003 edition of the Communication & Leadership Manual, Toastmasters International.)

By Kan Kin Fung, DTM

Objective: To introduce yourself, to discover speaking skills you already have, and areas for improvement.

Real objective: To start building confidence, using a subject - yourself! - on which you are the world’s foremost expert.

What are the keys to tackling this project? 

Keys:  (a) Attitude   (b) Selection of points  (c) Staying within time limits  (d) Opening, body, conclusion, title.

(a) Attitude.  Think of the presentation as an informal sharing about yourself, to a group of friends around a coffee table.  Your fellow members are there to support you.   They will focus on your strong points, and are unlikely to even remember any glitches you think you may have.  No one expects your speech to be perfect.  This is the start of your improvement journey.  You are entitled to have as many glitches as you do.   The more glitches you have now, the larger your improvement will be in the future. So go ahead, prepare, practise, and just do it!

(b) Selection of points.  This speech is to introduce yourself to the listeners.  In the short time span (4-6 minutes), you have time for only about 3 to 4 points.  Too much information will cause you to exceed the time limit, and may overwhelm you and your listeners.  Choose only those aspects of your life that make you special and different; aspects of your life that let your fellow members understand you better.   For example, try not to just give a shopping list of where you went to nursery school, primary school, secondary school, etc (who has not gone through that?), or a list of past and present employers.  Select some aspects of your life that make you different from the crowd, and that help the listeners get to know you better.  Perhaps you like to play the violin.  Perhaps you grew up in another country.  Perhaps you left school when you were 12, and worked your way up to be the boss of your company.   Perhaps you have an unusual occupation.  Perhaps you wanted to be a gangster when you grew up, and you are now a policeman. Be highly selective on what information to include.

(c) Staying within the time limits.   The usual tendency is to go beyond the maximum time limit, 6 minutes 30 seconds.   When you practise, time the speech.  If it is too long, cut out the less important parts.

(d) Opening, body, conclusion, title.  Have an opening that captures the listeners’ attention.  For example, “My name is John.  I have a mistress with an hourglass figure.  She is my violin.”   Have 3 or 4 points in the body of the speech.   Conclude by giving a brief summary of your main points.  Don’t present new information in your conclusion.  Have a catchy title that generates interest.

Can I use notes during the presentation?

Absolutely.  This is not a memory test.  By all means use notes.

That said, try not to use the notes as a security blanket.  Memorize the opening and the conclusion.   Practise giving the body of the speech so well, that you only need to take a glance at the key words in the notes, to know what to say next.  

Use a note card (about 3 inches by 5 inches).   First write the full script of the whole speech on another piece of paper.  Then select the key words in each main point. Write only the key words on the note card.  Then practise presenting your speech using your note card, not your full script.  At first, you’ll need to peep at your full script frequently.  As you practise more, you will become more and more familiar with the material.  Eventually, you only need to take a quick glance at the key words in your note card (and not the full script), to know what to say next.  However, don’t memorize the body of the speech word by word.  Otherwise, during the presentation, you will tend to focus on recalling the script, not on presenting the speech.  When you give your speech at your club, you don’t have to faithfully follow 100% of your script, as long as you cover all your main points.  Don’t be pre-occupied with recalling every single little detail in your script.  No one else has read your full script.   Even if you miss a few minor details, no one will notice.  Focus on presenting the main points.  You have your note card to help you.

What if I “blank out” during the presentation?

During the presentation, if you need one, hold the note card in your hand.  Have the full script of your speech, in large font, in your pocket.  In the unlikely event that you “blank out” (cannot recall what to say next, even with the help of the note card), you can pull out the full script, and read from the script, to restart your speech.

Will I be failed by the evaluator?

No.  The evaluator will highlight your strengths, and offer you a few suggestions for improvement, in an encouraging and supportive manner.  He or she will not pass or fail you, or give you a grade.   

Also, whatever the evaluator says, is just his or her personal opinion.  The evaluator does not represent the audience, or the Club, or Toastmaster International, or any “Speech Authorities”.  The evaluator does not hold the ultimate authority to the eternal truth.  Don’t be discouraged or argumentative, if you feel the evaluator has missed the point, or if you don’t agree with the evaluation. Evaluators, like speakers, come with different levels of experience.   

What are some examples of suitable topics?  Less suitable topics?

Suitable topics (reflected by the titles):  Son of a Gan.   A chilli padi.   Son of a beach.   Bald and beautiful.

Less suitable topics (reflected by the titles):  My husband and slave.  My dog.  My bundle of joy.  My mother-in-law. (These topics are less suitable because the main subject should be you, not any one else.)

Where do I get help in preparing my speech?

The most personal help is that from your mentor.  Ask your club’s Vice President Education (VPE) to assign you a mentor, who is usually a more experienced toastmaster in your club.   

You can also ask your VPE to arrange for a talk during club meetings, conducted by an experienced club member, or by someone outside the club.    The District 80 Education & Training Task Force has a Resource Network, with District Speech Coaches, to conduct talks on how to tackle manual projects.  Go to www.district80.org

In addition, you can search the Internet for more information.  Other Toastmasters district websites may have tips on tackling manual projects.

What not to do: 

Don’t wait until you have the perfect speech, before you present it at club meetings.  There is no perfect speech.

Don’t worry about making mistakes.  Everybody makes mistakes, including the professional speakers.

Don’t memorize every single word of the speech.   Memorize just the opening, and the conclusion.

Don’t try to give every single detail of your whole life, in 4-6 minutes.  Select 3-4 salient points.

Don’t just look at your notes during the presentation.  Look at your listeners too.

Don’t spend too much time talking about your spouse, your children, your parents, your pet, your company, your bosses, or any subjects other than yourself.  You are the main subject of the speech, not your loved ones.

Don’t skip your preparation or practice, for those who have some previous speaking experience.   You may be the expert on the subject, but it will be a challenge to stay organized and within the time limits, if you do not prepare or practise.

Don’t worry about body language.

Note: This guide is to be used together with your Communication and Leadership Manual, to answer some of most frequently asked questions.   It is not meant to be used on its own.  This guide suggests some methods to help you tackle the project, and these methods are not the only suitable ones.   If you have other methods that you are more comfortable with, and that help you meet the project objectives, use them.  There is no such thing as the best method.  This guide is the author’s opinion only, and is not part of the Toastmasters International literature.  If you have any suggestions, please email kankf@post.com or call (65) 6552-6990.







