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Okay. You find yourself  barricaded behind a wooden 
desk, frantically reaching for any sharp object you can get 
your hands on. In front of  you, you see a horde of  seem-
ingly mindless creatures staring in your general direction 
without expression. Without taking notice of  your pres-
ence, they stand and wait in anticipation for something to 
happen.

Congratulations! You find yourself  in one of  the most 
horrifying experiences that anyone can potentially face. At 
this point, a few questions are probably going through your 
mind: 

 
• Can I avoid this whole ordeal and retreat to the 
safety of  my silky bedsheets? 

• If  the answer to Question One is “no” (hint: it 
probably is), then how am I going to survive this 
ordeal? 
 
If  you cannot run, and you do not know how to sur-

vive this experience, then this book is for you. 
My name is Austin Fracchia, and no; I am not describ-

ing a scene out of  the Walking Dead. The situation you are 
in is far more real, and far more nerve-racking. It is also 
an experience that countless of  other individuals face each 
year. I am referring to public speaking. 

I am no expert on zombies or surviving that kind of  
apocalypse. In fact, I am sure that if  I were to endure a 
zombie apocalypse, I would quickly find myself  on the side 
favoring the consumption of  brains. However, I am a survi-
vor, and even a thriver, of  the public speaking apocalypse. I 
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have written this book to serve as your guide for doing the 
same. This book will guide you through a step-by-step plan 
for taking on the challenge of  surviving a public speaking 
experience. Whether this is your very first speech or pre-
sentation, or you just do not know how to survive without 
the need to vomit every step of  the way, this plan will help 
you. How do I know? Because I am a speaking instructor, 
who went through this very experience at a time when the 
entire world seemed like a zombie apocalypse. I am speak-
ing, of  course, of  my teenage years.

 
A Little About Me 
I am not a famous, well-known professional speaker 

like Donald Trump or Tony Robbins. I do not sell out en-
tire stadiums with my presentations, and I certainly do not 
have throngs of  supporters throwing themselves and their 
hard-earned cash my way. In fact, the only time I do have 
people throwing themselves at me is when my students 
learn they have to give speeches in my public speaking 
courses. 

I have been doing this public speaking thing for well 
over a decade. I started presenting at the age of  15 when 
every other day seemed like an extinction level event. If  
you remember your teenage years, then you most likely 
recall a moment where you felt something similar to what 
you are probably experiencing right now: an empty pit in 
your stomach; sweat pouring through every square inch of  
your skin; your heart beating heavier and heavier as your 
mind races faster and faster. And all of  this due to the 
“simple” decision of  whether to talk with that special per-
son you have had your eye on or not. 

Being a teenager and a first-time public speaker have 
a lot in common. I just happened to experience both at 
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roughly around the same time. I joined a speech class as 
a freshman in high school and started giving my first few 
awkward speeches right along with my first few awkward 
dances and conversations with the opposite sex. I would 
like to say this is an “ugly duckling” story where I turned 
out to be a beautiful, teenage swan. Unfortunately, my teen-
age years failed to meet the same level of  romance most 
young adult novels reach. Thankfully, public speaking was a 
different matter. 

If you are worried about making a fool of yourself, 
I dare you to try to beat my first foolish speaking 
experience. I was assigned to give a speech on 
how President George W. Bush could save the 
economy. The best I could come up with was a 
plan that involved sending Bill Gates back in time 
on a really fast airplane. The audience laughed 
at me. My teacher thought I was crazy. I was 
mortified. However, somehow, I still survived.   

The more speeches I gave, the better I got. The more 
competitions I went to, the more I won. The more girls I 
talked to, the more awkward I felt. Anyway, I learned how 
to give speeches through experience: doing it repeatedly, 
often against my will.  

It is safe to say that this way of  speaking is not the 
most comfortable way to learn. It certainly did not help me 
with finding a girlfriend. When I started college, I wanted 
to find a way to help others avoid this ordeal. I studied 
communication theory, began teaching public speaking 
classes, and continued to give speeches and presentations 
on the side. To this day, I have helped thousands of  people 
- who were just like my teenage self  - get through one of  
the most horrifying, yet potentially rewarding experiences a 
person can endure. Now it is your turn! 
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What is This Book About?
Unlike the zombie apocalypse, the public speaking 

apocalypse is both very real and very survivable. I have 
written this book as a step-by-step survival plan that you 
can use anytime you find yourself  preparing for a speech 
you are anxious about or are unsure of  how to handle (or 
both). This survival plan breaks the entire process down 
into easily manageable steps, exercises, and questions to 
consider. The plan is also broad enough to cover any num-
ber of  worst-case speaking scenarios. Whether you find 
yourself  preparing for a 20-minute presentation, or you 

have five minutes to deliver a wedding toast 
you are not ready for, you will find a path 
to survival in this book. 

Each chapter focuses on an important 
step to take on your path toward survival. 
These chapters are also short and to the 

point, and encourage you to take action right in the mo-
ment. You will find questions to think about and answer 
throughout the process, and exercises that will help you 
finish specific tasks. 

What is Survival and What do I Promise? 
Surviving a public speaking apocalypse is a big prom-

ise, so what do I mean exactly? I cannot guarantee that you 
will love or even enjoy the experience. Public speaking is 
one of  the most common fears people have for a reason. 
Speaking in front of  others is not a natural experience for 
most people. 

I do promise that you will get through this ordeal 
with not only your life and well-being intact but also with 
a greater chance of  finding success. Even though giving 
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a speech can be nerve-racking, it can be worth it in some 
way. Human beings speak and communicate for a variety of  
reasons. For example, sometimes the only way we can meet 
our needs and desires, or the needs and desires of  others, is 
through communication. So, for whatever reasons you have 
for giving a speech, it is my intention to help you increase 
your odds of  success. 

And who knows? Maybe you will find that this whole 
apocalypse thing is not as bad as you first thought.

The Plan
I have broken down this plan into four primary phases: 

preparation, research/development, organization, and pre-
sentation. Each phase will guide you through the steps of  
preparing a different aspect of  the overall speech. Here is a 
brief  roadmap to your guide for survival: 

 
• Preparation: in this phase, you will begin to ana-
lyze what you know about the speaking occasion. 
You will think about your audience and what they 
expect from you, as well as the specific details of  the 
situation. 

• Research/Development: in this phase, you will 
come up with a detailed outline of  the ideas and 
information you will include in your speech. This 
phase might involve you researching your topic, or 
simply coming up with the general talking points in 
the presentation. 

• Organization: in this phase, you will take your 
content and organize it in a way that will make it easy 
for your audience to understand, and easy for you to 



The Public Speaking Apocalypse

Introduction6

follow. 

• Presentation: in this phase, you will plan out and 
practice the presentation of  your speech. 
 
The length of  time it will take you to accomplish each 

phase will depend on how much time you have to prepare 
the speech, and how quickly you move through each step 
of  each phase. Sometimes you might have weeks to get 
ready while other times only minutes. In either case, this 
survival plan will help you adapt to different circumstances. 

That is it! Now get ready for an apocalyptic roller-
coaster ride. Good luck and watch out for the zombies. 
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According to many doomsday preppers, one of  the 
biggest killers in an apocalypse is the lack of  preparation. 
Short of  stocking an unhealthy supply of  speech manu-
scripts in a custom-built, underground bunker, the first 
step to prepare for any end-of-the-world speech scenario 
is to analyze the context of  the speech. Communication 
scholars call this the rhetorical situation while first-time 
public speakers often refer to this as the landscape of  
their worst nightmare. In either case, analyzing the context 
involves thinking about what information you have about 
the situation you will be giving your speech in. Whether 
you realize it or not, chances are your elementary school 
education already prepared you for this kind of  end-of-the-
world event. Most likely, they taught you your literary five 
vowels: W, W, W, W, and W (and sometimes H): the Who, 
What, When, Where, and Why (and sometimes How) of  
the situation. The first phase of  this survival plan will help 
you think about what information you have within each of  
these categories. 

The following chapters will focus on each category and 
break down the exact information you 
should be looking for and how to use that 
information. For each chapter, you will 
think about what information you already 
have and what information you think you 
might need to know. Once you have taken 
stock of  the information, you will be able 
to use this information when you start to 
create the content of  your speech in the 
next phase. Depending on your particular 
circumstances and the amount of  time you have to prepare, 
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you might find that some categories are more relevant, 
important, or more elusive than others. Keep in mind that 
your most important goal is not to get all the information 
there is to know about your topic. You will, instead, try to 
get all the information you think you need or all the infor-
mation you can find within the amount of  time you have to 
prepare. 

Worst case, remember that any information is better 
than no information. A part of  this anxiety-inducing apoca-
lypse is the presence of  the unknown. When we are scared 
of  the unknown, our bodies prepare to fight or run away. 
In evolutionary terms, this is a beneficial thing. Real threats, 
like wild animals, do not often give us a lot of  time to get 
information when they are chasing us.  

Since giving a speech usually is not a dangerous activity, 
we typically have the luxury of  getting information about 
the unknown. The problem is that we rarely recognize this 
fact. That is, our bodies think we do not have enough time 
to understand what we are facing. Understanding the un-
known will be your first step to coping with your anxiety. 
Remember that the more you know about the challenge 
you face, the better prepared you will be. 

Let us begin.
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An apocalypse can be a lovely time to meet new people 
and to expand your social network. An end-of-the-world 
scenario tends to bring out the best (and worse) in people. 
The trick is to find the types of  people who will increase 
your chance of  survival and success. To help you with this, 
I have created several types of  “survival buddies” you can 
search for.  

   

The time and place you will speak in will likely have 
many people with relevant information they can share with 
you. Members of  your audience and others associated with 
the location, organization, school, and so on, could be 
potential survival buddies. The most useful place to start is 
with a contact person. If  you are in a situation where some-
one is either asking you, or forcing you to give a presenta-
tion, then they will most likely have useful information 
about the occasion or event, and the people involved. They 
might make a good survival buddy, or could, at least, point 
you in the direction of  other potential buddies.   

Examples of  this kind of  buddy can include event 
planners, organizational managers, office employees, teach-
ers, students, or other occasion leaders and/or participants. 
Try to seek out the individual who appears to know what is 
going on. This type of  person could be your starting place 
when answering many of  the questions you will soon be 
preparing for. 

 

 Special Occasion Buddies  Special Occasion Buddies 
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Most of  the time, you will not be alone in facing a 
public speaking apocalypse. Some events, groups, or classes 
have multiple speakers presenting on the same occasion. 
Working with other speakers from the same event is an ef-
fective way to get advice or help for the particular occasion. 
If  not, there are other places you can go where people are 
working on their presentation skills. These public speaking 
“support groups” are a wonderful way to meet new friends 
and find new survival buddies who are going through simi-
lar experiences. These people can provide advice on chal-
lenges they have had to face, general sympathy, and even a 
helping hand when times get rough.   

 

  People you know can also make great survival bud-
dies. You can use the typical social networks you surround 
yourself  with on a daily basis when making your way 
through this apocalypse. Friends, coworkers, family, and 
even close acquaintances can all be helpful. They can pro-
vide feedback on your speech or simply be warm bodies 
in your pretend audience while practicing. When times get 
extremely tight, they can also be present to support you and 
to keep you motivated.  

   

 Public Speaking Buddies  Public Speaking Buddies 

 General Support Buddies  General Support Buddies 

 Survival Buddy Resources  Survival Buddy Resources 
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Where to find potential survival buddies will depend 
on the type of  buddy you search for, and your particular 
circumstances. Special occasion buddies will most often 
be connected with the speaking occasion. Think about 
the people you are in contact with or who will be present 
during the speech. For public speaking buddies, consider 
attending a Toastmasters club or taking a university or 
community college speech class. For your general support 
buddies, you can start with your face-to-face, everyday 
interactions with friends and family. You can also consider 
your connections through social media or bust out that old 
personal phone book (or contact list on your smartphone) 
to make contact with the people who know you and can 
support you.

Toastmasters
Toastmasters International is an organization that supports 
local public speaking clubs. People attend these clubs to 
practice all different kinds of  presentations in a safe and 
helpful environment. These clubs exist all around the globe, 
so there is a good chance you can find one near you. The 
general public is usually invited to attend. Check out the 
Toastmasters International website for more information: 
www.toastmasters.org

  
   

The next several steps in the survival plan will poten-
tially be challenging, but rewarding. It will be important to 
rely on these people and to increase your network of  sur-
vival buddies when possible. When it comes to thriving in 

 Special Occasion Buddies  Special Occasion Buddies 
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the public speaking apocalypse, it is best to do it with the 
help of  others. 
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To begin, I want to clarify a potential misunderstanding 
regarding the title of  this chapter. This step will not involve 
making a dramatic last stand to the tunes of  your secret 
“The Who” recordings. While this might be an appealing 
way to face the apocalypse, it will not be the most effective.  

Instead, answering the question of  “who” will involve 
finding out as much as you can about your audience. The 
more information you have about them, the more you will 
be able to tailor your speech to them. You will also feel 
more confident by demystifying this audience. 

I have divided this chapter into different categories 
of  information to research about your audience. Keep in 
mind that for each of  these categories, you will take stock 
of  what information you know about them and what in-
formation you might need to know. To start, I am going to 
give you one bit of  information you will definitely need to 
know: audiences are made of  human beings. 

This statement might seem fairly self-explanatory, but 
this simple fact is often lost on us as we start to think about 
all the worst-case reactions an audience might have towards 
us. The truth is, in my experience, most audiences are quite 
forgiving about any number of  things that can go wrong. 
Unless you have done something to piss off  your audience, 
these people are rooting for you. Why? 

First, most audiences are looking to get something 
from your speech. They want to be informed, persuaded, 
or entertained. Watching you crash and burn or laughing at 
you is not what most audiences have in mind. Second, most 
people in an audience would feel the same way you might 
feel if  the roles were reversed. The fear of  public speak-
ing is common for a reason. Most people - unless they are 
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a professional speaker or are just gifted with sheer dumb 
confidence - can imagine the terror of  giving a speech. 
Some might even have experienced that terror before. This 
fear will typically make an audience sympathetic toward 
you. 

Simply put, the first thing you need to know about 
your audience is that they are most likely on your side. The 
more information you know about them, the better you will 
be able to connect with them. If  they do not start off  on 
your side, there is a lot you can do to win them over.

 
Barbara was a 60-year-old student of mine who 
wanted to talk about crochet in her speech. She 
was interested in talking about the history of 
crochet and showing off some of the blankets she 
had made as a little kid. The only problem was she 
assumed no one in her 18-30-year-old audience 
would know or much less care about crochet. After 
I encouraged her to talk to some of her potential 
audience members, she quickly discovered that 
several people crocheted themselves. It turned out 
that she had more in common with many of them 
than she thought, which gave her the motivation to 
show off some of her early creations.

When you are taking stock of  the information you 
know about your audience or the information you might 
need to know, it will be helpful to break things down. This 
way, you will know what kinds of  information to think 
about and to use later. In general, there are two categories 
of  audience-related information you can think about. 

The first is broad, general information about the audi-

 Types Of Information  Types Of Information 
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