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When a speech is so good you can’t find anything to criticize, what do you say?


The speaker had been wonderful, yet I dreaded the words of the evaluator. I had heard them too often, and I knew them far too well. “It was an excellent speech. I really didn’t find anything to criticize. You did a really good job.” It wasn’t just a whitewash; it was the truth. None of us could think of anything to improve that speech.

Fortunately, the evaluator’s job is not to criticize, it is to evaluate: to notice the strengths, to make suggestions for development, to help the weak get stronger and the strong become excellent. The real danger of a whitewash is that many speakers, with the potential to become excellent, instead stagnate in mediocrity because no one offers them suggestions for development. All speakers have the capacity to be better -- but only if they are blessed with evaluators generous enough to attentively consider the speaker and share suggestions.

Since joining Toastmasters in 1990, we have attended Toastmasters meetings all over District 64 and we’ve been taught, formally and by role model, several evaluation methods. Some of those methods are simple and effective. However, we’ve noticed that many Toastmasters are uncomfortable with providing evaluation for established speakers, or for those who are using their speaking skills professionally. Instead of offering a typical evaluation, with a focus on both strengths and suggestions, many evaluators instead react either with unexpected harshness and lengthy criticism, or else with a total whitewash. (Perhaps worst of all is the assumption that those accomplished speakers don’t need an evaluation at all.)

Toastmasters has spawned many professional speakers and others whose abilities border on the professional. Despite their expertise, many of these individuals continue to attend Toastmasters. They take on leadership roles, conduct evaluations and give speeches. Obviously, they feel Toastmasters still offers something of personal value. However, as club members, we are obligated to help these accomplished speakers get better by providing them with evaluations based on their needs and skill levels.

To help club members evaluate these accomplished speakers, we have developed an evaluation technique we call “PIN-Up”. After assessing existing evaluation methods modeled at club meetings, we mixed the strengths of these methods with some ideas found in Edward DeBono’s PIN (Positive Interesting Negative) method of critical thinking.

In our model, PIN-Up stands for Positive, Interesting, Next Time and Uplifting.

· Positives:  Most accomplished speakers have already mastered eye contact, gestures and vocal variety -- the generic box of criteria that are the focus of the CTM manual. Positives extend beyond evaluations that simply acknowledge that mastery:  “Your gestures were natural and effective.” Instead, notice those qualities that clearly differentiate your speakers from others at their level. You might say:

· “Your eye contact was a particular strength. I noticed that you engaged one audience member for several seconds. This intensity could have been uncomfortable for that person, but you recognized when discomfort threatened and then made contact with someone else. This was a very effective use of eye contact.”

· Interesting:  This component lets the evaluator respond personally to the speaker and to the speech. Perhaps the content was particularly well-developed. Perhaps the speech triggered unexpected emotions or new insights. Perhaps the humor, or lack of humor, added or detracted from the power of the speech.

· Next Time:  This is the challenge for most evaluators. Consider the speaker’s skill level and her intended audience and suggest ways to improve. Some challenging Next Time suggestions we have heard:

· “Next time, try to give that type of speech in costume. It might be even more effective.”

· “Next time you are doing a speech from the Storytelling Manual, bring a chair into the middle of the room and ask us to sit around you.”

· “Next time, when you are practicing your speech, think carefully about where the punctuation should be. Practice using your breathing to emphasize full stops, so that you can avoid some of the ‘so’s and ands’ that you are using now.”

These suggestions offer the speakers new challenges that will allow them to rethink their current patterns or try something new. Notice that by using the terms “next time”, the evaluator is not required to find a specific flaw to “criticize” in the presentation.

· Uplifting:  This component encourages the evaluator to find some motivational value in the speech content or in the delivery. Even if you have used up all of your positives, you can still find something uplifting to say.

· Recently a speaker delivered a powerful speech on a topic that the evaluator found uncomfortable. Her Uplifting comment was: “I found your speech very powerful. Both your words and your delivery indicated your commitment to this cause. I realized that I would like to be able to bring that level of commitment to the causes that I support.”
· On another occasion, a speaker was giving a heartfelt speech and temporarily lost control to tears. The evaluator said: “I found it uplifting to see that you can allow yourself to express such deeply emotional experiences. Your message was even more powerful because you were able to regain your composure and finish your speech."
An added advantage of these tips is that less-experienced members start to notice and identify the subtle differences in vocal variety, eye contact, gestures and content development that the accomplished speakers have achieved. This identification is a first step in the learning process and will lead the less-experienced speaker to model those strengths.

The art of evaluation demands much more than delivering either compliments or criticism. It is the ability to provide effective feedback so that the speaker can continue to improve. With the PIN-Up method, even the most accomplished speaker receives an evaluation that is both positive and developmental.
Jo-Anne McDowall, DTM, and Robert McDowall, DTM, are members of three clubs each in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada.

3

