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When I was invited by A&E Network to be part of a new docuseries that would involve me going 

back to high school, undercover as a teenager, I was immediately intrigued by the concept. 

It sounded like a unique, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to mentor students, add value, and 

uncover how education may have changed since I was a freshman nearly a decade ago.

I signed onto the project and before I knew it I was walking into my new school, wearing an 

oversized hoodie, student ID in hand, and a new knapsack strapped to my back.

I looked like a real student. And a quick glance at my student ID proved I was a teenager again.

But inside, I felt like a Wildlife Photographer entering a rare landscape as I stepped through 

the doors into my new school.

In 2006, the BBC commissioned the most expensive nature documentary film series in human 
history.

It took five years to complete and was the first nature documentary ever recorded in high 
definition using HD cameras. It was called Planet Earth, and it was stunning.

One of the most iconic moments in the documentary was when a film crew in Hemis National 
Park in India captured on film snow leopards for the first time in human history.

These animals are brilliantly camouflaged, and are often called “grey ghosts” because even 
natives go years between sightings. Also, these majestic cats live in places that are all but 

inaccessible for humans, and indeed, it took a team of 17 people six weeks to capture any of 

these elusive animals on camera. But they did.

But what’s most surprising to me is the result of this footage.

This footage resulted in more environmental awareness and protection for the Snow Leopards. 

Once people saw these animals for what they were, they recognized the beauty and were 

moved.

Local and national governments changed policies. Even local villagers agreed not to kill 

these animals, but release them when they wandered close to their livestock. There was 

suddenly a stronger connection between human beings and this unique foreign creature. The 

footage ultimately helped create a bond by showcasing the connection between us and these 

incredible animals.

American Teenagers are as rare and misunderstood as the snow leopard.

I entered my new role as a high school senior with this mentality, expecting to make an 

impact, learn and grow, as I witnessed firsthand what life was like for the often misunderstood 
American Teenager.

While I expected my time in school to be unique and informative, I definitely underestimated 
the lasting impact it would have on me. 

I never expected it to be the most intense and profound learning experience of my life.
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One of the most informative takeaways for me was applying everything I knew about building 

connection, in order to make friends at my new school, and seeing which tactics were most 

effective.

I had to find creative ways to mentor students without blowing my cover.

What I had to learn fast, in order to fit in, was how to connect with a teen on their level. Looking 

back, there were 3 specific strategies I implemented that helped me genuinely connect with 
my new peers.

Over the months I spent taking part in this groundbreaking social experiment, I discovered 

the most effective means of cultivating meaningful connections. Here are the 3 tactics that 
outperformed all others:

#1 - LISTEN DEEPLY
And I mean really listen. Teens need to be seen and heard in order for them to feel valued. I 

spend a lot of time on stage, speaking to students, educators and companies. Every audience 

is completely different.

As a speaker, you would likely expect my job to be all about speaking. However, I consider 99% 
of my job to be all about listening. 

If I’m not tuning into my audience, then I may as well be talking to a brick wall. Whether you’re 

speaking to a crowd of thousands in an arena, or to that awkward, gangly creature sitting 

across from you at the dinner table, the same principle applies.

Listening is how you build connection, and it’s also a nice hack to get a teenager to open up.

As I sat in the bleak cafeteria, trying to make new friends at my new school, I practiced listening. 

In fact, I probably listened 10 times more than I spoke. And here’s something you may not know 

about teenagers: they consider any silence an awkward silence. Whereas many adults I know 

(myself included) enjoy the rare serenity of peaceful quiet, teenagers have this innate need to 

extinguish it by filling the empty silent space as quickly as possible. Teens are content creators 
at their very core, and all they need is that blank quiet canvas as motivation to start splattering.

So next time you’re in the car with them or sitting at the dinner table, and you want to find out 
what’s going on in your teen’s life, give silence a try. Instead of pestering them with questions, 

and employing your best interrogation tactics, start by listening. You’ll be surprised how much 

more you hear. 

(Hint: I’ve discovered that the same rule applies when trying to have a good conversation with 
other full grown adult humans. Listening is key, and no matter how good a listener you think 

you are, I promise you can be even better, and it will pay off. Sounds simple, but you would be 

surprised how many people are underutilizing this incredible communication strategy.)
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#2 - ENCOURAGE INDEPENDENCE 
Let’s be honest: Teenagers can be so challenging sometimes that you wish you could just 

rewind the clock and see that perfect, adorable, innocent 3 year old again. You know, the one 

who didn’t pretend like they don’t know you in public… 

So let’s revisit those times for a moment, because that 3 year old actually has a whole lot in 

common with its teenage counterpart. 

There’s a significant parallel between toddlers and teenagers in terms of how they approach 
the world. Toddlers are looking to individuate from their parents, and so are teens. Toddlers 

want to stand up, try and walk across a room, explore and experience new things, and then be 

able to come back and know that there’s the safety net of the parents. 

So do teens. 

Teenagers want to say, “Okay, let me go, let me show that I’m responsible, and let me check 
back in with you later.” 

Like toddlers, teens still have that innocent, youthful, energy that says “you know what, I can 
make this happen” because they aren’t jaded, and they haven’t experienced enough failure to 
make them want to give up. 

If you give them a goal, they will make it happen and they will be more creative, more positive 

and more energetic than lots of grownups out there. And they will make it work, as long as 

they have the supportive environment they need: a springboard and a safety net. 

During my time back in high school, I found students who had so much energy and creativity 

and all they needed was someone to encourage them to go and do something purposeful 

with it.

We are deep in an age of entrepreneurial spirit, and every teen has this phenomenal, natural 

tendency to think about what they can create, startup or lead. I surrounded myself with 

students who otherwise lacked consistent mentors, and relentlessly encouraged them to try 

new things, and explore their creative ideas by starting or joining clubs, getting involved, or 

leading their own projects or initiatives. Because I was someone encouraging independence, 

I quickly built more credibility as a caring friend.

(Hint: Encouraging independence is also a great way to form a healthy working relationship 
with colleagues, and increase employee retention. Employees will feel empowered, and 

gain valuable leadership skills that will lend themselves to better performance. Meanwhile, 

managers will be establishing a relationship of trust, ultimately leading to a more efficient 
organization and better company culture.)
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#3 - WALK YOUR TALK
I often have event planners approach me after a presentation, and compliment me on being 

authentic on and off stage. I find this is absolutely absurd. When I hear that, I think about all 
the inauthentic speakers they must have worked with who perhaps put on a good show, but 

ultimately didn’t walk their talk. 

Back in high school, although I was indeed undercover, I was still myself. 

Let me explain: As much as I had to hold back certain elements of who I was — in order to 

maintain my cover — I was not playing a character. 

Everything that happened, every conversation I had with every student, and everything I 

shared about my own life, is true. Sometimes the timeline was a little different or I had to 

leave some things out, but I did my best to share my true, authentic self throughout the 

semester. And the more I opened up about my past and my experiences — whether it was my 

lack of consistent male role models, how I was bullied, or how I seriously struggled in math 

class — the more relatable I was, and the more trust I was able to build. 

That was the starting point, but I believe walking your talk is more than simply being genuine. 

It’s about being your best authentic self. 

It’s about the action that follows your words. Doing what you say you’re going to do. The act 

of following through was by far the best way I was able to prove to students that they could 

count on me, and that formed a strong foundation for deep connection. 

And I didn’t just follow through. I made a clear, concise and specific verbal commitment and 
then followed through. 

This helped me connect with students who had in some way been let down by friends or 

family in the past. It helped me show them that I was different. That I wasn’t going to be 

just another let down. When I said I was going to meet them in the library to help work on a 

science project at 3pm, they knew I meant it, and I would be there. 

(Hint: Hopefully you can already see how follow through can help strengthen any connection, 

regardless of age or circumstance. Walking your talk, and being someone others know they can 

count on, will provide you with more opportunities and open more doors than you could ever 

imagine.)
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WHY AM I SHARING THIS?
I’ve worked with hundreds of thousands of students across America, and several other 

countries. 

I have seen the good, the bad, and the ugly when it comes to the many challenges and 

opportunities teens face today. 

While undercover, what I found was a generation so desperate to be HEARD and UNDERSTOOD. 
When I was undercover-mentoring these students, I discovered that all they wanted was for 

their teachers and parents to honestly listen to them, openly learn about them, and come 

away with true empathy. 

Teens today feel a growing disconnect between them and the grownups in their life.

I am sharing this in the hopes that you’ll understand how difficult it is to be a teenager today. 
And the opportunity — and responsibility — you have to positively impact any young people 

in your life.

It’s my hope that you’ll be moved beyond mere empathy to action. That you, as a grownup, will 

make the difficult and brave decision to form deeper connections with the teens in your life, 
and help guide them into their potential.

http://shanefeldman.com


HOW TO BETTER CONNECT WITH TEENS (AND OTHER GROWNUPS)

ShaneFeldman.com7

ABOUT SHANE FELDMAN

Shane Feldman is a renowned youth advocate, 

motivational speaker, producer and social 

entrepreneur. He appears in the groundbreaking 
A&E docuseries Undercover High.

As an expert on the power of positivity and human 

potential, Shane travels the globe sharing his story, 

inspiring corporate and educational audiences 

to create an inclusive culture of connection, and 

helping them uncover their value and potential.

As Founder and CEO of Count Me In, Shane is the creative strategist and visionary 

behind the world’s largest youth-run organization that has impacted over 

10-million youth in over 100 countries. Over the past decade, the organization 

has inspired tens of thousands of youth-led volunteer projects, equating to 

over 100-million hours of community service, worth $2.4 billion.

Shane is a survivor of betrayal, rejection, and social isolation. His world opened 
up and took shape after he stopped searching outside himself for answers, and 

instead took action. Shane’s driving purpose is to help uncover every person’s 

passion, motivation and courage. He has appeared on national media, was 
recognized by The United Nations Youth Assembly and the President’s volunteer 
initiative, Serve.Gov, and was named on Youth In Motion’s “20 Under 20” list.

WORK WITH SHANE FELDMAN

To book Shane to speak at your campus, company or conference:

Brandon Spinazzola | Live Events Director 

brandon@topyouthspeakers.com 

1-800-799-1460 x1 

For additional contacts or booking information, visit ShaneFeldman.com
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