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China’s Toastmasters growing in confidence

200740512811

Ranajit Dam

WHEN Crystal Qiu completed her speech in English in front of more than 150 people
assembled at Jingdi Hotel in Yantian District on Saturday afternoon, it seemed like she

had come a long way.

It wasn’t because she had come all the way from Shenyang. While Qiu had indeed
flown from the capital of Liaoning Province to Shenzhen to attend the 2007 conference of
Toastmasters International’s China Territorial Council, where she made her speech, the
more significant journey appeared to have taken place inside her. Qiu overcame her
nervousness and the inconvenience of speaking in a language fairly alien to her, to deliver
a speech with poise and verve, coming across as a self-confident woman who is proud of

herself.

And that, say Toastmasters officials, is what the organization is all about. “In the
end, it’s all about self-esteem.” said Keith Ostergard, vice chairman of Education and

Training in China. “It’s about feeling good about yourself.”

Possibly the largest self-help organization in the world, Toastmasters International
operates clubs worldwide to help members improve their communication, public speaking
and leadership skills. First established in California in 1924, the voluntary non-profit
organization has 215,000 members and more than 11,000 clubs in the United States and

about 90 other countries.

In China, presently one of the major growth areas for Toastmasters, the first clubs

were set up in 1999; now there are more than 45, with Shenzhen contributing five.

Many Chinese who show interest in joining Toastmasters view the club as a means to
improve their English. “If you ask members why they want to join, they'll tell you it’s
because they want to speak better English,” said Ostergard. “They will never tell you that

they want to become more confident.”

A Toastmasters meeting, however, is very different from the average English corner
or salon. At an English salon, it is common to see attendees apologize for their mistakes,
or their imperfect English. At a Toastmasters meeting, which Ostergard calls “an English

club on steroids,” no apology is offered, and none is expected either.

At the conference at Jingdi Hotel on Saturday, speakers did make the odd minor
grammatical slip, but nothing could detract from the fact that they got their messages
across convincingly. “Great speakers make mistakes, but they just don’t care,” said
Ostergard. “Bad speakers make mistakes and then stop and apologize for their mistakes.”

The conference drew more than 150 members from around the country. “One of the
things I have noticed about Toastmasters members in China is the ambition they have,
their drive to improve themselves,” said Warwick Fahy, chairman of the China Territorial
Council. “With China developing as an economic power, Chinese want to stand out as

public speakers, and as people.”

The conference, one of two held each year, provided a forum for members from

around the country to meet, interact and discuss issues.
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Where You Drink

if you are a coach
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| am lucky that my work allows
a flexible schedule. Growing up
in an Irish family | have spent a
fair amount of my life in bars. All
that changed seven years ago,
when | gave up the strong stuff.
I love the smell of fresh coffee
in the spring. | select a coffee
shop based on the helpfulness
of the staff, its wireless
connection and its outdoor
space. As a Pudong exile, | love
Thumb Plaza. Both Wagas and
Coffee Bean have set up there
recently. For the Puxi-siders, |
am currently hooked on Costa
Coffee at Ciro's Plaza, where
large really means large! The
most surprising place | found
for a good coffee is the soft seat
waiting lounge at the Shanghai
Train Station! No more dozing off
on the train to Suzhou now.
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Mr. Warwick John Fahy
Warwick John Fahy is an international speaker, and expert
in business communication skills. He uses a practical,
clear and humourous style in his workshops. He is a
member of the Chartered Institute of Marketing and the
Asia Professionals Speakers Association. Throughout a
sales and marketing career, he wrote winning proposals
and managed projects to help corporate clients enhance
their international image and communications. His 10
ears as an industry and training professional have
=ught him one thing, "Get to the point."
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Soft Skill Pioneers in China

Four lessons trainers are learning in the China market

This month's BizSpotlight: Sharp + Focus Club
Special training companies featured: | Will Not Complain and Professional Way
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