In October 1924 when Ralph C. Smedley started a public speaking club in the basement of the Santa Ana YMCA in California, he wasn’t planning on creating a movement.

But what began as a simple means of training young men to give eloquent after-dinner toasts and speeches has developed into the world’s leading organization devoted to teaching communication and leadership skills. With its headquarters still in Southern California, Toastmasters International – now with approximately 200,000 members in 10,000 clubs in 90 countries – is celebrating its 80th anniversary during October 2004 with clubs worldwide conducting various special events in their communities – including activities by the very first club, Smedley Chapter One, in Santa Ana, California, on October 19.

Since that first club started in 1924, Toastmasters International – a nonprofit, educational organization – has helped more than four million men and women become better speakers and leaders. Toastmasters groups can be found in domestic and international government organizations, in state and local agencies, in Fortune 500 companies and in many educational institutions, as well as in a variety of community organizations, military bases, hospitals, prisons and churches.

As many college graduates are finding out, public speaking skills are necessary to land a job or advance a sagging career. In fact, the ability to communicate is ranked first among personal qualities of college graduates sought by employers, in a recent survey of 360 companies and public organizations by the National Association of Colleges and Employers. In the survey, “honesty/integrity” ranked second, and traits such as “interpersonal skills, motivation, work ethic and teamwork skills“ shared third place. 

The survey also found that, when asked what skills and qualities new college graduates are most likely to lack, survey participants cited communication skills.

Toastmasters International President Jon Greiner, a Toastmaster for 32 years, credits his own career advancements in large part to his Toastmasters training. “While the idea of speaking in front of an audience intimidates most people, it’s a skill anybody can learn,” says Greiner, who is a product support manager for Caterpillar Inc’s global mining division. “Our organization is full of people who have changed their lives for the better thanks to becoming more confident communicators,” Greiner says.

Toastmasters offers a “learn-by-doing” education program in which members hone their skills in a supportive club atmosphere. A typical group has 20 members who meet weekly to learn and practice public speaking techniques. There is no instructor; instead, members evaluate each other’s presentations.

The effectiveness of this simple learning formula is evidenced by the approximately 5,000 corporations that sponsor in-house Toastmasters groups as communication training for employees.

The Director of the U.S. Office of Personnel Management, Janice Lachance, encourages federal agencies to sponsor Toastmasters groups and says: “The Toastmasters experience can help employees gain the necessary skills to speak, listen and think in ways that broaden their abilities and help create a skillful and talented workforce.

Visit www.toastmasters.org for more information on Toastmasters. 

