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Funny Business

Public-speaking champ Darren LaCroix has made a business
out of a talent for cracking wise to crowds.

By STEVE ALMOND

ARREN LACROIX STANDS

before two dozen members of the

Quannapowitt Toastmasters Club in

North Quincy and offers a startling
confession.

"I was not funny in high school." he
announces. "In fact, | was voted least likely to
ever be funny."

The crowd, of course, finds this howlingly
funny. Which is agood thing because Rule
No.1 of the Gospel of Darren LaCroix reads:
No matter what you think, you can be funny.
Rule No.2: Aslong as you're willing to make
mistakes.

LaCroix, 35, has moonlighted for yearsas
a standup comedian and,more recently, asa
public speaker. Last summer, he beat out more
than 25,000 competitors from 14 countries to
become the first person from New England to
win Toastmasters International's World
Championship of Public Speaking.

Now, at long last, he's doing these things
full time. LaCroix has quit hisday job asa
salesman at Bose to run the Humor Institute
(motto: "Got Humor?') from hishomein
Auburn. He commands $3,500 per keynote
address. His book, Laugh & Get Rich: How to
Profit from Humor in Any Business, cowritten
with fellow speaker Rick Segel, was pub-
lished two years ago. LaCroix is also rapidly
building alist of consulting clients, folks like
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Fredrick Marckini, CEO of Arlington-based
search engine positioning firm iProspect.

"In this business environment, it's all
about getting your message out," Marckini
says. "And who better to teach us than the
world champion of speakers? We paid
Darren $100 an hour to help train our staff,
and | consider that a steal. The impact he
made was astounding."

Back in 1992, LaCroix was just a young
man with a closeted passion for shtick and a
business degree from Bryant Collegein
Rhode Island. He'd already tried to launch
a Subway sandwich shop franchise. "'l took
a $60,000 debt," he notes blithely, "and
doubled it."

LaCroix decided to become a comic.
Eventually, to the relief of his parents, he
realized that standup comedy was not his
caling. Instead, he found himself gravitat-
ing toward public speaking. "It was the
perfect marriage of my passion for business
and humor. | actually love speaking to
corporate groups because | can relate to
their frustrations.”

With his bright, open face and thinning
blond hair, LaCroix bears a passing resem-
blance to the actor Anthony Edwards. As a
speaker, though, his styleis one of akind.
He bounds from one side of the room to the
other, cracking jokes (usualy at his own
expense) and always, always, exhorting his
listeners. "You can't be afraid to pursue your
dreams, "he tellsthem. "Even if you fall,
you fall forward."

By the end of LaCroix's hour long oration
in North Quincy, club president Michagl
Myersrises to give him a standing ovation.
Other members many of them people who
still tremble when called upon to speak
gather around to coo their praise.

LaCroix stayslong past the appointed
end of the meeting. Then he hurries off to
his car. He'll be speaking to another Toast
Masters chapter the next day, this one at the
Bay State Correctional Center. "A captive
audience," he says, unableto resist an
impish grin. "l loveit."
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Humor Me!

The Role of Humor in the Workplace
by Kellie Schroeder

Whoosh! The sound of a gigantic flying
salmon is nearly drowned out by uproarious
applause erupting from curious onlookers. No, this
isn't a show at Sea World. It's just another day at
work for thefishmongersat Seattle’'sPike Place Fish.
Clad inwhite apronsand black rubber boots, Johnny
Yokoyama and his fish-tossing employees have
stumbled upon an almost revolutionary idea-
combining fun with work.

People spend about 75 percent of their
waking hours doing workrelated activities. So, as
Johnny and the guys seeit if they’ re going to spend
that much time working, they might as well enjoy
themselves! And in doing so, they’ve managed to
turn the not-so-glamorous job of selling fish into a
vibrant, amost-legendary businessthat now attracts
customers from around the globe......

NO LAUGHING MATTER

Unless you're fortunate enough to be, say,
an ice cream taste-tester, chances are you've
experienced on-the-job stress. Intoday’sfast-paced,

LIFESTYLES

ever-changing work environment, it’s little wonder
that one-third of the workers surveyed admitted in
a recent Wall Street Journal poll that they had
considered quitting their fobs because of stress. And
14 percent actually did!

Seems that stress is no laughing matter, or
isit? According to recent studies, instead of reaching
for a bottle of extra-strength aspirin at work, we
might be better off pulling out our favorite joke book
or Dilbert cartoon........

WAIT MANAGEMENT

Darren LaCroix, founder of “The Humor Institute”
(www.humorinst.com), applauds Jim’s refreshing
attitude towardswhat he calls*“Wait Management.”
Asacorporate consultant and the coauthor of Laugh
and Get Rich: How to Profit from Humor in Any
Business, Darren saysthat one of the most effective
ways to use humor in businessisto help relieve the
tension in those around us.

Andthefact is, people hatetowait! So, it's
almost ano-brainer that anything abusiness doesto
aleviate that tension will go along way in building
relationships with customers.

To reduce any tension clients may fedl in
his waiting room, Jim has tossed all those dreary
magazines. He's even pulled up the carpet and
replaced it with Astro-turf. His clients wile away

their time putting golf balls or

Darren LaCroix, founder of

“The Humor Institute,” believes

that the key to successful business

is to build a happier workplace and
help relieve tension in those around us.

walking one of the many dogs
that roam the company’s
corridors. And they couldn’t be
happier.

And neither could his
employees! “All employees
want more money,” Darren
explains. “If you give them
more money, and they’ re not happy, all you haveis
rich, unhappy employees. The key is to build a
happier workplace.”

Tothat end, Jim schedulesregular field trips
for al hisemployees. They turn off the computers
and leave an outgoing message explaining that
everyone's hone to a bowling party, to pick apples,
or to the museum, as the case may be. “And when
we return people work at double speed because
they’ rerefreshed,” saysJim. “Our clientsdon’t mind
at al, Infact, they say, ‘| wish my company would
do that!” [article continues...]

(Excerpt froma 2 page article)
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by Anna McCart

“Hi, I'm Darren, and I’'m a speech-
aholic,” is one of Darren LaCroix’s
opening lines.

LaCroix’sthe 2001 World Champion
of Public Speaking, thefirst New En-
glander to win the Toastmasters I nter-
national award in a contest that dates
back to the 1930s.

But the food-chain store owner
turned comic and pro speaker says he
isn't anatural. Being funny and com-
fortable in front of people was some-
thing he learned.

Now he shares his knowledge at his
Humor I nstitute, teaching the business
community how to add humor to its
bottom line.

At 35, the recently self-employed
Auburn, Mass., native now doesamix
of stand-up appearances, scheduled
keynotes, corporate training and
international speaking appointments.
His Humor Boot Camp and Speakers
Boot Camp give him plenty of oppor-
tunities to promote his video, audio
Training sets and book, “Laugh and
Get Rich - How to Profit from Humor
in Any Business’ - now translated into
three languages.

LaCroix says he's come along way.

“In high schooal, | was voted most
likely not to be funny,” says LaCroix,
whose picture now hangs in the local
club, The Comedy Palace in Worces-
ter.

And friendsthat have seen LaCroix’s
work from the beginning wonder how
he ever made it this far.

“Now, as | look back, | seehehad a
lot of determination,” saysBob Lynch,
LaCroix'sfriend since high school.
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Lynch saw LaCroix’s act when he
was bombing at stand-up clubsin the
early '90s.

“We were in a restaurant once and
he wasn’t doing too well. Then he
said, those are my friendsover there,’
" recalls Lynch. “I thought: Oh no,
don’t introduce us now.”

While struggling to make it as a
stand-up, LaCroix’s day gig was
working part-time as a salesman at
Bose Corp. in Framingham. Thisjob
alowed him to spend time on stage
and travel to speech competitions on
his vacation time.

Being agood speaker has everything
to do with how much stage time you
get, says LaCroix. The more chances
you haveto speak - and fail - themore
chances to learn what works.

“I would drive two and a half hours
to Portland to get five minutes of stage
time if | couldn't get something lo-
cally that night,” says LaCroix.

When afriend told him to join the
speaking organization, Toastmasters,
to get more time on stage, LaCroix
joined four of the clubs. “I thought:
Now | can quadruple my failurerate!”

The youngest child of a systems
analyst and a wedding cake decora-
tor, LaCroix said his parents weren’t
thrilled when their college-educated
son wanted to be a comedian.

“1 had virtually no support, that was
my toughest hurdle,” admitsLaCroix.

“Most people do what they do be-
cause somewhere along the line,
someone said, ‘' You're good at that.’
That wasn’'t necessarily the case with
Darren,” says Rick Segel, LaCroix’s
friend and co-author.

Failuredrove himon, LaCroix says.

“Anyone who has accomplished

anything hasfallen ontheir face,” says
LaCroix, who sprawled out in a prat-
fall before an audience of 15,000 last
August at the speech contest.

To beat out the 22,000 contestants
from 14 countries, LaCroix spoke
from experience, Segel said.

“Darren’sgreatest asset, and therea-
son he won, is because he did a talk
about himself. He doesn’t give up.
He'sresilient, resistant,” says Segel.

The stage isn’t the only place
LaCroix found failure.

Fresh out of business school, he
bought a Subway sandwich store in
Auburn, Mass.

“| took a $60,000 debt and doubled
it,” said the MBA graduate in his
award winning speech. “I turned Sub-
way sandwiches into a nonprofit or-
ganization.”

LaCroix pulled himself out of debt
andisnow profiting from atheory that
finding humor in even the most bor-
ing situations can help individualsand
businesses be understood and listened
to.

Fredrick Marckini, CEO of iProspect

in Arlington, bought into LaCroix’s
idea.
The head of the search engine posi-
tioning firm hired LaCroix to coach
him on a presentation he was giving
at Harvard.

Marckini was impressed with
LaCroix, he says, and hired him to
train his staff.

“Our staff is presenting al the time.
That's one of the most critical skills
they can possess,” said Marckini.

“If they can’t get their skillsclear and
communicate and present these‘ ah ha
moments... when those
moments,happen the campaigns be-

LaCroix combines comedic, corporate

STAFF PHOTO BY REN Zo_x._.oz

COMIC RELIEF: Darren LaCroix, of Auburn, the 2001 World
Champion of Public Speaking, and an author, corporate trainer
and comedian, gives a lecture at the Concord Library Last week.

come much more effective.”

Humor in business is more impor-
tant than ever, said LaCroix.

Intheir book, LaCroix and Segel ex-
plain how humor in business goes be-
yond advertising. Training, employee
relationsand customer relationscan all
be aided by adding humor.

After morethan 10 years of reading
books, taking classes and getting stage
time, LaCroix quit hisjob at Bosethree
months ago and turned hishumor busi-
nessinto afull-time job.

Next month he'll present in Taiwan
and the month after that in Oman, but
LaCroix said he doesn’t want to work
his life away. After years of working
days, doing stand-up routines at night
and spending his vacation time at
speaking events, LaCroix said he's

going to spend more time with his
friends.

Their idea of arelaxing afternoonis
setting up stunts for their public
access cable television shows. It's a
new stage for LaCroix, and he's
starting with campy productions of -
would you believe - comedies.



Speaker Darren LaCr0|x WOWS audlence at Chamber breakfast

Speaker Darren LaCroix entertains the audience as he explains “how to sell with humor” at the first
Nashoba Valley Chamber of Commerce’s Fidelity Bank Breakfast Series event at the Bull Run.

By C. David Gordon
cgordon@nashobapub.com

SHIRLEY — Darren LaCroix, named World Champion of
Public Speaking in 2001 and co-author with Rick Segel of
the book Laugh & Get Rich: How to Profit from Humor in
Any Business, had his Nashoba Valley Chamber of
Commerce audience laughing continuously while giving
them alesson on how to use humor in selling their products
Oor services.

His was the kick-off feature of the Chamber’s
Fidelity Bank Breakfast Series held at the Bull Run
Restaurant on Sept. 24.

LaCroix illustrated the employment of humor even
ashetold the story of his career, which started with failure
at a Subway Sandwich franchise. Humor, he said, is born
out of tragedy and stress. And it can start with being able
to laugh at oneself while still being serious about one's
business. To hear it, there
was much to laugh about
in the LaCroix career.

“How much fun are you
to do business with?’ he
asked his listeners. He
called humor a powerful
relief from stress and “the
best networking you can
do.”

LaCroix said there is no
truth to the adage that
either you' re born funny or
you're not. Anyone can
learn to use humor, hesaid,
and since humor comes

Fidelity President Ed Manzi
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from tragedy or stress, a good starting point could be
laughing at something one isn’t able to do properly. “It's
not what happened, LaCroix said, but how we processit.”

The person to avoid in any businessis the one he
calls“thefunsucker” —aperson whoinvariably “sucksthe
fun out of everything.”

The business person can start preparing fun in
business through pinpointing the stress a business has or
generates, LaCroix said. Work to know others, understand
what their tensions are, then find out how to help the person
over that tension.

A basic principleinvolved in all this—aside from
accumulating wealth — is that “when you humorize you
humanize.”

In addition to thebook Laugh & Get Rich, LaCroix
has created a series of CD learning programs to perfect
public speaking and make people laugh. Heis also the co-
founder of the Humor Boot Camp and The Humor I nstitute.
LaCroix’sfree e-mail newsdletter can be obtained by going
to www.humor411.com.

Fidelity Bank isthe sponsoring organization of the
breakfast series. Host for the kick-off breakfast was
president and CEO Edward Manzi. After introducing
Fidelity staff members present at the meeting, Manzi had
them pass out an unusual gift to all breakfast series
attendees: acrisp $5 bill. He asked that people“ spenditin
the local economy” and maybe even put it in the bank.

Chamber executive Director Christine Bergeron
announced that Dave Caruso of WBZ and Channel 4 will
speak on “decoding” Wall Street at the next Fidelity Bank
Breakfast on Tuesday Nov. 19
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Toastmaster sto hold Convention 2002-Taiwan

The Toastmasters Taiwan Council will hold its 2002
convention, “Toastmasters Link the World,” from
March 23-24 at Tien Mou International Cultural
Association at 113, Chung Shan N. Rd. Sec7, Taipei.
Tel: 2876-2676. (Please visit the Toastmasters home
page: www.toastmasters.org.tw and click on
“convention” for details).

Darren LaCroix, 2001 world champion of
public speaking from Auburn, Massachusetts in the
United States has been invited asthe keynote speaker.

LaCroix isararecombination. Heisan author,
keynote speaker, and a corporate comedian. Darren’s
unique talents also flow into films, commercials, and
corporatetraining videos. Heisthe co-author of abook
called Laugh & Get Rich, that teaches people how to
find more joy in each day.

The two day convention starts on Saturday,
March 23 with speech craft training —“ The Journey
From Chump to Champ!” with LaCroix astheteacher.
There will also be a Mandarin speech craft Training
contest and convention banquet. On the scond day
speech craft training entitled, “Comedy Secrets for
Professionals,” will also be officiated by LaCroix.

Founded in 1924 in California, Toastmasters
International isanon-profit organization dedicated to
communication and leadership training. There are
more than 8,000 clubs worldwide and there are more
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than 60 in Taiwan.

Toastmasters District 67P-Taiwan is a
registered non-profit organization under the Ministry
of the Interior.

Thoseinterested in attending the Toastmasters
Convention Taiwan-2002 are welcome to contact
Arlene Chen at 0936-092-641 for further information.

Pictured here at the 2001 Toastmasters
International ConventioninAnaheim, Californiafrom
left are LaCroix, father of Darren; Lt governor for
educationDistrict 67P of the Republic of China (67P
ROC), Bing Bing Lin; Darren LaCroix, world
champion speaker; Mrs. LaCroix, mother of Darren;
girl friend of Darren; and Jorie Wu, governor of 67P
Taiwan.
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Nothing Succeeds Like a Speec

Awards: Massachusetts
salesman winstop honors at
the Toastmasters contest at an
Anaheim hotél.

By Mike Anton
Times Staff Writer

Darren LaCroix was
talking about the fear of failure,
about reaching for a goal and
falling on your face, when
suddenly helurched forward and,
wedl, literally fell on hisface.

He kept right on talking.

“Have you ever stayed
down too long?’ LaCroix asked
listeners. “Anyone who has
accomplished anything hasfallen
on their face.”

LaCroix certainly did. On
Saturday, the 34-year-old
M assachusetts salesman’s speech
about failure being an essential
ingredient of success-and his
pratfall-was good enough to win
him the title of World Champion
of Public Speaking.

Dubbed “the Olympics of
oratory,” the contest was the
highlight of the Toastmasters’
annual international convention
at the Hilton Anaheim.

Thetwo-hour contest was
the home run derby of public
speaking, pitting nine members of
the 77-year-old organization
against each other in a battle of
wit, thoughtfulness, articulation
and body language.

To anyone who cannot
utter threewordswithout an “ah”
or an “um” connecting them, to
anyone who finds talking before
a crowd as inviting as getting a
root canal, the clash of verbal
titans was nothing less than
speechmaking raised to the level
of performance art.

“Public speaking is the
biggest fear most people have,”
said Suzanne Frey, a
spokeswoman for Toastmasters.
“peoplefear it more than death.”

Ralph Smedley
understood that. In 1924, the
Santa Ana YMCA director
founded Toastmasters to teach
young boys communications
skills. Embraced by business
leaders, the organization claims
nearly 180,000 members in 70
countries today.

More than 2,000 of them
packed ahotel ballroomto listen,
laugh and be moved to tears by
the nine contestantswho wove 5-
to7-minute inspirational stories
about life, love and conquering
self-doubt.

Jim Key, a computer
systemsanalyst from Texas, even
got the crowd to sing the Barney
theme song as part of his speech
about the power of charing your
feelings with people.

Later, Key said his wife
had “mixed feelings’ when he
joined Toastmasters several years

ago.
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“Shethought ‘ Maybethis
will give him an outlet to speak
and he'll be alittle more quiet,”
Key said. “Now, shemust wonder
if I'll ever shut up.”

The champion, LaCroix,
wasn’'t born a talker. In fact,
public speaking was one of the
fears he had to overcome.

As he took the stage
Saturday, he was forced to
overcome it once more.

“My heart was pounding
so hard | thought the curtains
back stagewere shaking,” hesaid
afterward.

For seven minutesand 10
seconds he gave an overview of
his life. How he graduated from
business school, opened a
Subway sandwich shop and failed
miserably. How he then decided
to become a stand-up comedian
even though he never considered
himself funny. How he struggled,
learned from his failures and
eventually succeeded.

LaCroix had to win five
regional contests to get to the
finals, where 18 judges scored his
performance. He honed his
winning speech over amonth and
a half. At times, he practiced it
three hours aday.

LaCroix cried. And for a
moment, the world champion
speaker  found himsel f
speechless.
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Top Toastmader ismaster of wit

Auburn man has knack for laughs

By Bill Fortier
Telegram & Gazette Staff

Darren J. LaCroix is proof that sometimes appear-
ances truly can be deceiving.

It was Wednesday night at EasCorp in Woburn
and the pressure was on Mr.. LaCroix, the winner
last month of Toastmaster International's World
Championship of Public Speaking.

AsMr. LaCroix, of Auburn, stood anxiously off
in the corner of atent where about 70 employees --
the company provides technical support for credit
unions in the state -- talked and laughed with each
other, it was hard to believe the thin, balding, 35-
year-old Mr. LaCroix would soon transform him-
self into a self-assured King of Comedy. He would
then regale his audience with a 40-minute perfor-
mance that frequently caused laughter to echo out
into the parking lot of the Unicorn Industrial Park.

Added to the equation was the fact it was Mr.
LaCroix'sfirst public speaking appearance since the
Sept. 11 terrorist attacksin New York and Washing-
ton, D.C.

“There's no question this is the most interesting
night of my career,” he said before going to work.

EasCorp Vice President Alan Bernstein intro-
duced Mr. LaCroix by telling the audience about
hisrecent victory in California.

“So we have quite a celebrity in our midst,” he
said.

And then Mr. LaCroix stepped to the lecturn.

“When | talked to Mr. Bernstein, | knew there
were alot of comedians who get the chance to per-
form on the red-hot credit union circuit,” he said.
Hethenwent into ariff on the abbreviationsusedin
the course of daily business -- which had tearsroll-
ing down the cheeks of some employees.

During his talk, Mr. LaCroix's voice became
hoarse.

“Can somebody get me some water,” he asked.

Nobody moved.

“Thisisnot ajoke,” he said.

Da-dum.

“You know alot of peoplelook at me, and they're
worried about me and what I'm going to be doing,”
Mr. LaCroix said after hefinished hisroutine.. “But,
once | take the stage, it's my house.”

For Mr. LaCroix, the recent events have been
the latest segment of an unlikely long-distance trip
that started about nine years ago when afriend gave
him atape. On that tape, a speaker asked alistener:
What would you most liketo doif you wouldn't fail
intrying?

Mr. LaCroix always wanted to be a stand-up co-
median, and so he decided to giveit atry. Hisfirst
performance was on Aug. 24, 1992, at the Stitches
comedy club in Boston.

“1 just knew it was something | wanted to try,”
he said, adding that he still finds it painful to watch
the tape of that night when he nervously described
the activities of Dr. Robert Goddard with hand ges-
turesthat weren't alwaysin synch with what hewas
talking about.

“It's better to have tried and not succeeded than
aways regretting that | didn't try,” he said.

He put it another way in his championship
winning speech.

“Would you rather do something you love or
go through life knowing you paid all your bills
on time?’

Now herealizesthe Toastmaster'sprize gives
him alaunching pad to accomplish both. In fact,
he's recently hired a publicist who will use the
recent win in Anaheim as a marketing tool in
getting more business as a humorous keynote
speaker at events such as the one at EasCorp.

Thethingis, Mr. LaCroix -- aman who owns
the Humor Institute Inc., which offers programs
to teach people how to be funnier, and isthe au-
thor of a book and compact disk titled “Laugh
and Get Rich” -- readily admitshewas about the
least funny personin hisclassat Auburn'smiddle
and high schools.

“Thefirst time | ever made my brother laugh
waswhen | told him | wanted to be acomedian,”
he said one recent rainy afternoon.

Da-dum.

Mr. LaCroix, whose picture is on the wall of
humor at the Aku Aku in Worcester, is sched-
uled to speak Tuesday at KendraJ. Underwood's
seventh-grade class at the middle school.

“l had Darren in the seventh grade,” Mrs.
Underwood said. “| can't say | remember him as
being a good public speaker, but he had a great
personality.”

Mrs. Underwood said she'svery proud of what
her former student has accomplished.

“His real message is that you can become
whatever you want to be,” shesaid. “| can't wait
to hear him.”

When asked whether the self-admitted “ nerd,”
gaveany indication of being ahumorouskind of
guy when shehad Mr. LaCroix asastudent, Mrs.
Underwood laughed.

“Well, no, actually,” she said.

Lifelong friend JamesW. Boland, now asales
representativein Chicago, said hetalkswith Mr.
LaCroix about once amonth.

He recalls his friend as a stand-alone, rather
than a stand-up comedian, guy, who was very
observant.

“1 guess I'm sort of surprised he's chosen this
path, but I'm not surprised that he's done well at
the path he has chosen,” Mr. Boland said.

Toastmasters International is an organization
that hel ps people become more comfortable with
speaking in public. Mr. LaCroix said he is the
first person from Massachusettsto wininthe 77
years the organization has held World Champi-
onship of Public Speaking contests.

About 20,000 people from 30 countries par-
ticipated in the championship, which began in
the spring. Mr. Lacroix won with a 7/2-minute
speech about failure that began with him falling
on his face on stage and his telling the 2,000
people in the main ballroom of the Anaheim
Hilton that you can't be afraid to fail.

When he finished, the tape of his speech
shows, he pumped his fist skyward.

“1 knew | nailed it,” he said, adding that be-
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ing fifth of the nine finalists gave him a
chance to hone his performance.

Suzanne Fey, publication manager for
Toastmaster International in Rancho Santa
Margarita, Calif., wasin theaudiencethe day
Mr. LaCroix performed.

“1 think when he finished, alot of people
thought he was the winner,” she said. “He
really stood out.”

While not one of the 18 judges, Ms. Frey
said hisface-first pratfall at the beginning got
the audience's attention.

“He had a universal message about over-
coming failure,” she said. “His speech was
dramatic, and the humor in it didn't hurt.”

Winning international speaking contests
doesn't just happen, Mr. LaCroix said. For
example, hesaid, he spent hourswatching the
finalistsin last 10 World Championship con-
tests perform.

While he still performs at the Aku Aku,
hisnicheisperforming at corporatefunctions.
He callsit customized comedy, and it means
he must prepare for performances that usu-
aly run between 30 and 60 minutes. Hevis-
itsacompany at |east twiceto talk to person-
nel and management to find out what local
issuesare and how he canturntheminto fod-
der for his act.

For Wednesday's performance, he also
read the past year's copies of EasCorp's in-
house newsdletter, The Messenger, to gather
material.

Heusually arrives at least 60 minutes be-
fore speaking to gauge the mind-set of the
audience.

EasCorp Chief Executive Officer Jane
Melchionda said the event had been post-
poned aweek because of theterrorist actions.

“We felt it was time to move on, time to
get back to normal, so wedecided to holdiit,”
she said before Mr. LaCroix took the micro-
phone.

After he finished, Ms. Melchionda said it
wastheright thing to do. “Hewasgreat,” she
said. “He gave us something tonight | think

we all needed..”
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Toastmasters bar none
At Norfolk facility, inmates learn new ways of making their points
By Naomi R. Kooker -Globe Correspondent

NORFOLK- Inasmall classroom with four large windows,
the Bob Rosenberg Toastmasters International Club holds
its regular Tuesday-night meeting. The smell of coffee
brewing lingersin the air.

The group is fairly small, about 17 men ranging in age
from 20 to 50. There are goatees, shaved heads, and long
hair. Two men are Muslim. They are dressed in jeans and
faded T-shirts, sweatshirts, work books or sneskers- the usual
attire at a medium-security prison.

Here the Bay State Correctiona Center, surrounded by
a chain-link fence and razor wire, the men have been
convicted of crimes such as second degree murder, sexual
assault, armed robbery; a handful expect life terms. So, in
this precious hour and a half, without a uniformed guard
present or chains shackled to ankles, the men get down to
business - the business of conducting a meeting, improving
communications skills, bolstering self-confidence. Inasense,
it isthe business of trust.

“The crimes, the races, everything stops at the door,” says
Paul, amuscular 33-year-old with ashaved head and aHarley
Davidsontattoo on hishicep. “ A reminder,” he says, “ of what
I'll never have’.

The Bob Rosenberg Club, named after aretired military
man who established a Toastmaster Club at the Northeastern
Correction Center (Concord Farm) years ago, is one of four
clubs in the state Department of Correction system. Ted
Taraski, a manager for a small manufacturer in the Franklin
Industrial Park, is the link between the prisoners and the
outside. “I liketothink of Toastmastersasatool, likelearning
atrade,” Taraski says.

Some, like Donald, 40 originally just came for the coffee.
Donald stayed, and ultimately found himself serving as
president - until tonight. Tonight, he passes the gavel to
George, whoisquickly votedin. Thereason for thetransition
of power? Donald hopes to be out of prison in two weeks.
(Although inmates wear 1D tags, they asked that their last
names not be used.)

Tonight, they host aspecia guest. Darren LaCroix, 35, of
Auburn just won the World Championship of Public
Speaking, an annual contest held by Toastmasters
International. He joined the Bose Speakers Toastmasters
International Club years ago to foster his dream of being a
standup comedian. Herecently left his11 year job at Bosein
Framingham to work his dream and be a keynote speaker
full time.

The Bob Rosenberg was his first stop in practicing his
award-winning speech, “Ouch!” - about how failure begets
successif you arewilling to “fall onyour face.” He promised
the men, if hewon, hewould return. Tonight LaCroix makes
good on hisword.

“The humor keeps you going,” says Michael, 30, who
has a stash of material he wants to send to “ Saturday Night
Live” “You meet alot of guysherewho arevery depressed.”

“People here welcome me with opened hands,” says
George. “Something | never had in my life.”

But some arelessreceptive, at least at first. Paul wasweary
of the welcoming handshake. “ It seems, in prison, everybody
hasan angle,” hesays. “* What does this guy want from me?”

Tonight, Paul delivers an intense monologue, a story that
takes placein adepartment store. He saysthat he has practiced
it 25 times earlier in the day to get it right.

A few smirks and chuckles escape from the audience, but
thenthey fall silent. At the end many applaud, and someexhae
audibly.

There areno statistics on whether inmatesin the Toastmaster
clubs have alower rate of recidivism. But the silver-tongued
pleafor aparoleor atransfer never hurts. “Basically, it benefits
theinmates asfar asit preparesthem for future interviewsfor
parole classification - so they can request another prison,” says
Jaileen Correira, correctional program officer for the
Department of Correction. “ They need to be ableto articulate
why they feel they’re a good candidate to do that.”

Many members, such as Paul and Michael, use their
Toastmaster skills in other prison programs such as Prison
Voices, where the prisoners talk to youth about their
incarceration and learn to take responsihility for what they’ve
done.

For Michael, it also provides him with confidenceto present
himself before the parole board.

“It'slike our Toastmasters club, but more serious, it seems,”
says Taraski, a 10-year Toastmaster veteran.

From time to time, you can hear a distant car from Clark
Street or Route 1A beyond. The only visible indication of
Christmas within the chain-linked-fence and razor-wire
landscape are pal e poinsettias on atable in the administration
building.

For an hour and a half, the men conduct their business
meeting. Often they erupt with laughter and ride it out aslong
asthey can. Speakers take turns. They socialize at the coffee
break and make an effort to make a visitor feel comfortable.
They follow an agenda. Omar delivers the thought of the day.
Hesays: “Believe only half of what you hear, but make sureit
istheright half.”

James, 30, says he was blown away by LaCroix’swinning
speech. “Much better this time,” he says. “Much more
convincing to me.”

And he was ecstatic that LaCroix, “aguy of that stature,”
singled him out and recognized him for his own passionate
speech. “That's huge,” James says.

At 8:30, auniformed guard appears from the library next
door and without dallying, ushers the men out. Leo calls it
“the sad part.”

“For the guys coming into prison, there’'s atendency
for them to forget someone cares,” he says. “When someone
comes in from the outside - like Ted and Darren - it shows
someone cares.”
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You've got a problem with being funny? Put on
your fatigues, your combat boots and helmet and
line up for training — basic training,

The Humor Boot Camp, a one-day seminar for
business people, will have you cracking jokes like a
pro instead of cursing the day you were born.

Three Boston-area funny guys who specialize in
helping corporate speakers deliver knee-slappers
call their association The Humor Institute and peri-
odically EN:E: the all-day intensive seminars. The
aim, according to head comics Dave Fitzgerald, Rick
Segel and Darren J. LaCroix, is to teach corporate
types that getting laughs translates into making better
presentations, and that means earning bigger bucks.

“We dispel the myth that humor is either some-
thing you have or you don't have,” says Fitzgerald,
himself a veteran of nightclubs, TV, numerous
appearances at trade shows and corporate gather-
ings and a worldwide tour with the USO.

“We aren't trying to make them stand-up come-
dians. Out of a 30 minute presentation, if they can do
three minutes of humor it changes the atmosphere.”

Typically, Boot Camp attendees include trainers,
sales managers who might have a sales force of 15
people or people making presentations at trade
shows. “We have them find funny things about their
industry.”

“Almost everybody who has come in has some-
thing and they want to have us punch it up,” says
Fitzgerald. “A guy can leave there with a few funny
things about his company and present it to his

Meetings & Conventions

Fall in, recruits, it's time for Humor Boot Gamp

sales force.”

It's not only business people who find they need
to boost their public speaking skills. Academics are
finding that class time has come to resemble the
cable-TV program “Short Attention Span Theater.”

“We had a Worcester State professor say if he
doesn’t waoaaﬁam interesting (to his students) in
30 seconds, they're gone,” says Segel. “It's the MTV
generation.”

Unlike most corporate training sessions, which
are typically held in hotel suites, Humor Boot Camps
take place in real comedy clubs, like the Comedy
Connection at Faneuil Hall, during the daytime, when
nightclubs are normally shut tight. The Humor
Institute schedules a Humor Boot Camp about every
six weeks; they normally hold one on a weekday and
another on a Saturday and they take place in both the
Boston and Worcester areas.

Meanwhile, the comedy trio is already planning a
Boot Camp I, for those who have attended the first
Boot Camp and want to add more pizzazz to their
presentation. The second-phase seminar will include
material development and intensive delivery.

While not everyone who comes through the door
is a natural Rodney Dangerfield or Joan Rivers, the
comedic atmosphere usually brings them around.
And, to the delight of many, the comedy spotlight
offers a bully pulpit for what many people like to do
best: kvetsch.

“A comedian is someone who complains about
things in a fun, light-hearted way,” says Segel. “We
get them to complain; that's what comedy is: It's
acceptable whining and complaining.”

Comedians, from leh Rick Segel, §a§§

J. LaCroix leach executives to lighten up

their presentations and get laughs. The trio calls their one-day seminars Humor Boot Camp.

“We show them a tape of a comedy show and
have them ask themselves ‘why is it funny?,” says
Fitzgerald, “and how can I use this?".

One of his secrets to making successful corpo-
rate appearances is the advance work he does. When
he’s preparing for a corporate gig, Fitzgerald has the
company send him a copy of their newsletter, and he
studies it to tailor his presentation to the company,

“They say, ‘Boy, it’s like you worked here for 20

years.’ I go in there and poke fun at everyone there.
They love it to death,

“There can be upper management, middle man-
agement and the lower echelon, and they're all
laughing at the same thing. I love the corporate
atmosphere,” says Fitzgerald.

You can read more about the Humor Institute on
the World Wide Web, at www.humorinst.com or
call them at 617-289-7632.
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Business people attend
Humor Boot Camp

ungry souls who otherwise
Hwould be on the road selling

widgets or pitching their ser-
vices instead are clutching coffee
cups at 9 a.m. in a restaurant func-
tion room and confessing their
appetite for humor.

And you thought comedians were
born.

In the room are 12 business people
who have signed up for Humor Boot
Camp, a one-day seminar offered by
The Humor Institute of Auburn.
There’s nothing funny about their
work — one counsels the unem-
ployed, another is a banker — but
they have already guessed that if
they could make people laugh, they
would be more successful.

And so for the next eight hours,
with the help of three professional
speakers and comedians, the busi-
ness people will find out that anyone
can learn to be funnier, that humor
isn’t just telling jokes, and laughter
is an intoxicating balm of extraordi-
nary power.

DYING AT STITCHES

“I was the least likely to be consid-
ered funny in high school,” said
Darren LaCroix of Auburn, a profes-
sional comedian and one of three
founders of The Humor Institute. “In
fact, the only time my brother
laughed at me was when I told him I
wanted to be a comedian.”

LaCroix, a sales representative for
Bose Corp. in Framingham, says he’
living proof anyone can learn to be
funny. To prove the point, he show:
Humor Boot Camp participants a
embarrassing video of his first stag
performance — in April 1992 — a
Stitches in Boston. “I died,” he said.
The one laugh LaCroix got inspire
him to go on.

. Today he and his fellow Humor
Institute founders, Rick Segel of
Burlington and Dave Fitzgerald of
Revere, teach the boot camps to
salespeople, presenters, managers
and trainers. They also publish a
bimonthly audio newsletter, act as
humor consultants to groups and
companies, ghost write funny talks
and speak professionally before
dozens of businesses.

Fitzgerald, a full-time professional
comedian, has appeared on the A&E
Network’s “Evening at the Improv”
and “Caroline’s Comedy Hour” and
has traveled to more than 30 coun-
tries with the USO.

His humor is shaped by how he
sounds — gravelly voice, Boston
accent — and life experiences that
have become poignant, oddly riotous
grist for the comedy mill: giving up
booze and cigarettes in 1983, and his
more recent struggle with cancer.
(When doctors told Fitzgerald they
would create a new bladder with part
of his intestine, he deadpanned:
“This was not a promotion for the
intestine, going from food service to
waste management.”)

FUNNY SALES TOOL

Segel, who owns a dress shop, fell
into professional speaking — he is
currently president of the New
England Speakers Association — and
teaching after prospective customers
told him he was a terrific speaker,
but that they didn't want to buy the
computer program he was market-
ing.

Even so, Segel believes humor in
business can increase sales. He calls
it “Michelle’s rule.” Segel said he
books 100,000 miles of business travel
a year — flights, hotels and car
rentals — with a travel agent named
Michelle who doesn’t live close by,
has no parking at her office and
probably arranges trips at the same
price as any other travel agent.

Why then does Michelle win his
loyalty? “She’s a lot of fun to do busi-
ness with,”” said Segel. ““We are
always joking and teasing on the
phone.”

Comedy turns serious
at Humor Boot Camp

Continued From Previous Page

Businesses that have the most fun
attract people, he said.

To pull together what they had
been doing sometimes separately,
sometimes together (Segel and La-
Croix are also co-authoring a book,
“Laugh and Grow Rich”), the three
men last summer founded The
Humor Institute.

Humor is an important, but often
overlooked business tool, LaCroix
says. “It is a great attention
grabber.” It encourages people to lis-
ten, makes what is said more memo-
rable, relieves tension and offers a
way to handle difficult situations —
such as Fitzgerald’s bout with can-
cer that is part of his repertory.

When a speaker is able to identify
and make light of some common,
perhaps frustrating work situation,
and “roast” a few employees in the
process, the humor allows people to
bond across rank and responsibili-
ty, the men say.

“It takes something that is se-
rious, is stressing people out and
gives them a laugh and shows them
there is more to life than what hap-
pens on the job,” said Fitzgerald.

This week, for example, Fitzger-
ald will speak to 150 employees of
Waltham-based Harvey Industries
Inc., a building products company.
It’shis second ““gig” with the compa-
ny.

BRAIN BREAK

“I see it as a team-building tool,”
said Jack D. Meehan Jr., Harvey’s
director of marketing. “It’s a way for
all areas of our company to come
together and share a common bond,
poking fun and laughing at each
other without hurting people’s feel-
ings.

“People walk away from that en-
tertainment feeling re-energized
about their company, feeling some
commonality. It is a great morale
booster.”

Humor is also a respite from the
often boring subject matter of corpo-
rate conferences. Kelly J. Mills,
product marketing coordinator for
Network Data Processing Corp. of
Cedar Rapids, Iowa, hired LaCroix
to speak to the computer software
company’s users group conference
in Florida in September.

“We try to get clients together, to
get to know each other and talk sys-
tems issues. Sometimes it can be a
little dry or intense. So we decided to
have a light keynote speaker who
would giveeveryoneabrainbreak.”

LaCroix was a big hit, she said,
and the high spot of the conference.

But just because what they say is
light or funny doesn’t mean the ma-
terial was born out of thin air or a
second thought. Humor is hard
work, the boot camp participants
learned. It is honed, polished and
practiced. They learned that the peo-
ple upon stageor in front of alectern
are never winging it (the good ones,
anyway) and, in fact, that their prep-
aration, especially for corporate
gigs, can include some doctoral
dissertation-type research.

LaCroix, Fitzgerald and Segel cus-
tomize their presentations, mining
the audience and its common cul-
ture for the nuggets around which
they can build stories and jokes.
Using an easel and real people’s
names, for example, Fitzgerald
made his Harvey audience roar by
poking fun at the seemingly convo-
luted 16-step path along which a cus-
tomer’srequest for a window moves.
“Why not just connect this guy and
this guy?” he said.

“He does a clean, very funny, ener-
getic presentation,” said Meehan.

Mills said her company hired La-
Croix “because we liked the re-
search he did beforehand. He inter-
viewed 10 to 15 people who would be
there ... and tried to customize the
speech rather than just tell jokes.”

Working through a Basic Train-
ing Manual, boot camp attendees’
learned that the secret of laughter is
lodged in a triangle whose sides are
delivery, setting and material. Each
side holds up the laugh: A speaker’s
delivery could be polished, her ma-
terial funnier than Robin Williams’,
but if the room’s too cold and light-
ing’s bad, the audience won't be able
to respond.

Boot camp reinforced the impor-
tance of delivery for Kimball R.
Gross of Holden, a retired Allmerica
Financial contract analyst who last
week entered a Toastmasters’ tall
tales contest in Marlboro. “What I
kept in mind as I was practicing the
material is how important the tim-
ing is — and the gestures and facial
expressions — to generate laughs,”
Gross said.

Fitzgerald and LaCroix, who will
appear at Dick Doherty’s in the Wor-
cester Crowne Plaza in Worcester on
Jan. 31 and Feb. 1, said that while
they often focus on a common corpo-
rate frustration or issue well-known
to the audience — saying straight
out but with humor what everyone
already thinks —that they don’t nec-
essarily consider the humorist a ca-
talyst for corporate change.

On the other, people rarely forget
what they say.
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Darren LaCroix, velvet voice

Bose sales representative and
comedian, LaCroix delivershis
polished public speaking technique
in global competition

By Kurt Blumenau

NEWS BUSINESS EDITOR

RAMINGHAM - Even &fter a

decade as a standup comedian

and public speaker,Darren

LaCroix still gets nervouswhen
he takes the stage.

" The only time | wasn't nervous was
when | was cocky, " says LaCroix, a
sales representative at Bose Corp. who
pursues his other interests off the job. "
Two or three times in my career | did
that, and | died a miserable
death. "

LaCroix may dtill fedl nerves, but he's
found waysto get past them: Earlier this
month, he won a regional competition
sponsored by Toastmasters Interna-
tional, a public-speaking support group.
He beat speakers from Washington,
D.C., to Nova Scotia with a speech
caled" RM.T., " or "Release My Ten-
sion.”

Next month, LaCroix will travel to
Anaheim, Calif., to do battle in Toast-
masters International competition,
against eight others culled from a pack
of 20,000 speakers. The winner earns a
trophy and bragging rights as
the world's best public speaker.

LaCroix says he's working with past
winners and watching videotapes of
their speeches, trying to craft afive- to
seven-minuteinspirational addressthat's
funny without being flippant and enthu-
siastic without being overzealous.

" You need to grab the audience's at-
tention, and enthusiasm does that, " he
says.

MetroWest workers may recognize
LaCroix from thetraining speeches he's
delivered at companieslike EMC Corp.
and Fidelity Investments, or hisregional
comedy gigs.

But he wasn't always polished behind

the podium. It took atape of motivational
speaker Brian Tracy to start LaCroix on
his speaking and comedy career about 10
yearsago, when he owned a Subway sand-
wich shop.
" Hesaid, 'What would you dareto dream
if you knew you couldn't fail? "LaCroix
recals. " | said, 'What would | dare to
dream? I'd be acomedian. That would be
the coolest.""

LaCroix made his comedy debut in
April 1992, and began looking for stage
time to polish his act.

That's when he found Toastmasters, a
network of local organizations whose
members take turns making motivational
speeches to each other.

LaCroix joined four local Toastmasters
chapters, taking any chance he could to
stand up and talk. Group memberscritique
each other on grammar, enthusiasm, use
of gestures, and other tricks of the speak-
ers trade.

"It's a very comfortable setting where
other people have the same fears as you,
" LaCroix quips. " It'skind of like a sup-
port group.” Although he joined the
group for comedy training, LaCroix be-
came drawn to other public speaking op-
portunities. He honed an act for training
speeches and other motivational mes-
sages, building hisreputation among busi-
nessesin central Massachusetts and Rhode
Island.

This year, LaCroix's skills paid off in a
string of speech competitions. Crafting a
different speech for each level, he swept
through club, district
and regional levels, winning the eastern
region championship two weeks ago in
Farmington, Conn.

LaCroix's winning speech told listeners
the benefits of helping others. At one
point, hetold the story of avalet at one of
his corporate gigs, who saw LaCroix rush-
ing back and forth to his car to get ready
for a presentation.

"Hesaid, 'The next timeyou come here,

PHOTO BY ART ILLMAN Bose Corp.
sales representative Darren poses with
a recent public speaking award.
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we park your car closer,' " he says,
smiling. "He changed my presenta-
tion, because herelieved my tension.”

The next speech hasn't been written
yet, but LaCroix isn't taking any time
off between competitions. He'strain-
ing with speech trainer Dave
Mcllhenny of Carlisle and Mark
Brown, winner of the 1995 competi-
tion, who livesin Maryland.

The speech will observe some of the
biggest rules LaCroix has learned in
nearly a decade of public speaking:
Stay enthusiastic, deliver a message
to the audience and use humor - but
only when it's applicable.

"Theworst advice | ever heard was
'‘Always start off with a joke, " he
says. " If you just tell ajoke, and it
dies, what do you do? Where do you
go from there?"

He's also watching tapes of idols
like Tracy and comedian Robin Will-
iams, studying their tricksand timing.
And, of course, he's still going to
Toastmasters meetings to polish, and
discuss, his craft.

" | could talk about thisall day, " he
says, enthusiastically.
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Boston-area comics prove 'corporate
comedy’ is not an oxymoron

By Alix Nyberg

Leadership is the quality that Noah demonstrated when, upon hearing
the forecast, built the Ark.

Management was when he made sure the elephants couldn't see what
the rabbits were doing.

--Humor [nstitute Newsletter, September 1997

No one expected the first mandatory annual meeting for employees of
the Sheraton Harborside Portsmouth Hotel in New Hampshire to be
fun. From the notice that management sent out, it sounded like a dry
session of sifting through statistics and rehashing company goals. But
Sheraton executives had a little surprise for their employees - they
had called in Auburn comedian Darren LaCroix, co-founder of the
Humor Institute in Auburn, to help plan the meeting.

LaCroix gave the meeting a National Football League theme,
encouraging company executives to round up football jerseys,
Astroturf and even a goalpost to set the stage. He then cast managers
as maids, chefs and clerks to enact skits of good and bad customer
service in the hospitality industry. Lacroix, dressed as a referee, threw
yellow flags and yelled "Touchdown!" to signal the changes
management wanted to see in the customer service arena. To add
some sizzle to the annual report statistics, company executives rigged
up a sportscaster-style booth and wore headsets while stadium anthem
"We Will Rock You" played in the background.

"All the material was the same as usual," said LaCrotx, who is
currently writing "Laugh and Get Rich" with fellow Humor Institute
founder Rick Segel. "But when those employees saw their bosses
having fun - wow - what a connection. They had a ball!"

Sarah Drummey, the human resources manager at the Sheraton, said

that LaCroix's ideas helped the hotel revolutionize the way it ran

http://www businesstoday.com/archive/topstories/comedy21.ht



Speak UP

THOUGH DAUNTING, PUBLIC SPEAKING
IS AN IMPORTANT SKILL FOR THOSE WHO
DREAM OF SUCCESS. HERE ARE SOME TIPS

FROM TWO MASTERS.

54

By Blaine Smith

Some things are inevitable in life, like
death and taxes. But something else we face
in life may be dreaded even more — pub-
lic speaking. Be it a presentation at work
or school, an opinion expressed at a city
council or PTA meeting, a remembrance at
a tuneral or a toast at a wedding, at some
point we’ll all be called upon to enumerate
our views in the midst of'an audience. large
or small.

And much like death, most all of us have
an inherent fear of'addressing a group. It’s in
our nature to dread communicating in front
ol an audience.

So how does one overcome this fear of
public speaking and make an effective
impact on the audience to which we wish to
impart our thoughts? Consider the examples
of two well-known Tulsa-area speakers, Jim
Stovall and Darren LaCroix, who both over-
came their own unique obstacles to become
effective and sought-after public speakers.

Jim Stovall, president and co-founder of
Narrative Television Network, began losing
his eyesight and eventually went blind, then
went on to become an author and public
speaker. Stovall has shared the stage as
keynote speaker with Colin Powell, Barbara
Bush, Christopher Reeves and Tony Little.

“Have something to say, and say it well,”
Stovall suggests to all those looking to make
an impact on their audience.

The suggestion is perhaps obvious, but
Stovall has witnessed many speakers do
neither of these things.

“It’s hard to succeed today in any public or
business endeavor without the ability to en-
gage groups,” he says. “But is what you have
to say worth communicating? Is it worthy of
people investing their time and money?”

Once you do have something to say,
Stovall insists that you hone your thoughts
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Coweta High'School..
or material until you’re sure you can say it
well.

“I've seen authors that had just amazing
material, but theyre not good platform
people.” he says.

As far as stage fright, Stovall’s biggest
concern as a blind man is acclimating him-
self with the stage on which he’s to speak.
He arrives early and becomes familiar with
his surroundings. a practice recommended
to anyone giving a public address.

Darren LaCroix is also familiar with im-
proving his effectiveness in front of'a crowd;
he was named the 2001 World Champion of
Public Speaking.

Before his career as a comedian and
public speaker, LaCroix owned a Boston
sandwich shop — which bombed. Then one
day, he listened to a motivational speaker
who asked, “What dream would you pursue
if you knew you wouldn’t fail?” LaCroix
thought to himself, “I would be a stand-up
comedian,”

To the horror of his family — who insist-
ed that he wasn’t as funny as Jerry Seinfeld

— LaCroix attended an amateur night at a
local comedy club. He bombed again.

But LaCroix persisted, hitting every
amateur comedy night he could find, even
driving 2 1/2 hours to Portland, Maine, to
appear onstage for five minutes.

Through all of this, LaCroix learned an
invaluable concept: stage time.

“You have to have a willingness to fail over
and over,” LaCroix says.

Eventually, LaCroix heard of the Toast-
masters, an international organization that
hosts local clubs which help professionals,
retirees, momes, students and anyone else
wanting to conquer their fear of public
speaking and improve their presentation

skills. Members receive a chance to not only
practice a presentation or speech before
presenting if, but also to get feedback from
other club members.

LaCroix would attend several Toastmaster
clubs a week throughout the Boston area,
which helped him increase his stage time.
His skills increased exponentially.

In 2001, LaCroix beat out 25.000 other
individuals to win the World Championship
of Public Speaking. Today, LaCroix makes
his living touring the country speaking
at businesses, schools and various other
organizations. The recent Bixby transplant,
however, continues to attend Toastmasters,
still pursuing that all-important stage time.

As a speaker with a background in com-
edy, LaCroix believes humor is essential
to gaining an audience’s attention, but he's
quick to point out the difference between us-
ing humor and telling jokes in a speech.

“When you humorize, you humanize,”
LaCroix says.

However, when you tell a joke there’s al-
ways a victim, so you risk offending people.
If someone in the audience doesn’t under-
stand the joke, they’ll simply be confused. A
humorous story can be more effective.

“Even if it 1sn’t funny to some in the audi-
ence, you're still getting the point of your
message across,” LaCroix says.

Anyone can feel apprehensive when faced
with the task of speaking in public, yet there
are tools such as Toastmasters to offer help.
Familiarize yourself with the place where
you will spealk, search out a humorous story
that connects you and your audience, and
remember that those you're speaking to want
you to succeed.

For more on Toastmasters, visit oktoast-
masters.org. "W




