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brought me closer to family, which 
feels like the right choice for me, now, 
in this moment. 

Over summer, I’ve picked up some 
consultancy projects, which I’ve been 
working on from my childhood bed-
room in my parents’ house in the Eng-
lish countryside. Now I have to navi-
gate two distinctly different identities 
on a daily basis. One: put-together 
millennial woman killing it on con-
ference calls. The other: my sixteen-
year-old angsty teenage self to whom 
I seem to revert to whenever I visit my 
parents. On Day Two of working from 
home, my dad kindly asked if I need-
ed a lift anywhere for my meetings. I 
politely declined while laughing at the 
idea that the Liberian education min-
ister would arrive in my village mid-
pandemic! On Day Three, my mum 
slipped a hand-drawn takeaway menu 
in front of me while I was on a Zoom 
call to ask what I fancied for dinner. 
Her beautiful act of kindness threat-
ened my ability to maintain separa-
tion between my distinct identities of 
both professional and child. Through-
out the summer, I’ve been wearing a 
shirt on top and yoga leggings on the 
bottom, a physical manifestation of 
the different identities I am holding 
during this weird time.  

My life is now punctuated by long 
dog walks, no mobile phone signal, 
and the fish and chip van that comes 
to the village every Wednesday night. 
This is not the post-Harvard cata-
logue life I had dreamed for myself, 
but I must admit that, despite the 
“pivot!” I’m quietly content.  

Note: I write from the ludicrously 
privileged position of being healthy 
and having no family directly affect-
ed by the virus.

FELICITY BURGESS IS A SCHOOL LEADER 
COMMITTED TO TRANSFORMING BRITAIN’S 
SCHOOLS BY TRANSFORMING THE WAY WE 
THINK ABOUT TEACHING AND LEARNING 
IN THE 21ST CENTURY. SHE IS PASSIONATE 
ABOUT BUILDING ORGANIZATIONAL CUL-
TURES GROUNDED IN EQUITY AND SCALING 
PRACTICES AND SYSTEMS THAT ALLOW STU-
DENTS FROM ALL BACKGROUNDS TO THRIVE. 
LOOK OUT FOR HER FUTURE SCHOOL! SHE 
HAS DESIGNED AND LED PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT IN RWANDA, BURKINA FASO, 
NEPAL, LIBERIA, AND SIERRA LEONE. SHE 
CAN MOST EASILY BE FOUND IN COZY CAFES, 
WHERE SHE WILL BE LOST IN THE PAGES OF 
A BOOK THAT SHE WILL EAGERLY RECOM-
MEND TO YOU, WARMING HER FINGERS WITH 
A CUP OF EARL GREY TEA.

“ It matters to show  
up and be there for our 
youth in a real  
and personal way.”
Jodi Rosenbaum, 
Ed.M.’02
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Our youth, and their families, have 
extremely limited savings, and are 
at high risk of experiencing signifi-
cant and compounding challenges 
associated with lost wages. Over-
all, we paid more than $50,000 per 
month directly to our young people 
through this crisis. To do this, we’ve 
had to pivot our businesses. We took 
a small pilot program in sourcing tex-
tiles and selling them wholesale, and 
have launched a new business line 
selling clothing, shoes, and accesso-
ries online. What we learned: this is 
a hugely profitable venture with new 
and exciting skill building opportuni-
ties for youth. We are going all-in and 
growing this line in the coming year. 

But through all this, our young peo-
ple continued to struggle. Our youth 
continued to be impacted by system 
failures and white supremacy, com-
pounded by the danger and threat of 
covid and the trauma kicked up by 
the murder of George Floyd. This cri-
sis hits the most vulnerable among 
us the hardest. We went all in on a 
growing strategy of individual advo-
cacy and policy work, shouting from 
the rooftops when our youth need us. 
When young people see cases closed 
by the Department of Children and 
Families (dcf) making them home-
less, we are meeting with dcf, saying 
no, and when our youth are criminal-
ized by a justice system that views 
children as adults, we are showing up 
in court, convening prosecutors and 
defenders to learn about the brain sci-
ence of emerging adults, and (virtu-
ally) storming the state house to raise 
the age on the justice system, moving 
emerging adults into the more de-
velopmentally appropriate juvenile 
system. What we learned: It matters 
when the bookstore speaks up. 

These pivots and innovations have 
made us stronger. We’re not trying to 
“go back” to normal, we are building 
forward into a new, bolder, and stron-
ger model.

JODI ROSENBAUM STARTED MORE THAN 
WORDS IN BOSTON IN 2004 AS AN ONLINE 
BOOKSELLING VENTURE WITH SEVERAL 
TEENAGE BOYS IN FOSTER CARE. SHE HAS 
SINCE GROWN THE BUSINESS INTO A RETAIL 
AND ONLINE BOOKSTORE, MARKETPLACE, 
EVENT SPACE, NATIONAL TRAINING GROUND, 
AND A PLATFORM FOR YOUTH TO RADICALLY 
TRANSFORM THEIR LIVES.

of food from Costco, packing bags, 
doing home visits. What we learned: 
it matters to show up and be there for 
our youth in a real and personal way. 
When we hand out laptops, turn on 
cell service, help stand up for emer-
gency housing, or drive by in a “joy 
parade,” it shows our young people 
how important they are in this world. 
As the world opens up again, we’ll con-
tinue to be there in new ways. 

Like so many other businesses 
and nonprofits, we transitioned our 
programming to Zoom. Individual 
case management with youth devel-
opment managers, workshops, team 
meetings — it all happened remotely. 
We tested our relationships and young 
people’s commitments and found they 
stuck. We have retained nearly all of 
our youth through this crisis, and re-
engaged many into our program who 
had left before. And we innovated: 
while past workshops were on impor-
tant but dry topics like financial litera-
cy and giving and receiving feedback, 
staff were now developing offerings 
around areas of personal interest. 
Our team gathers for cooking classes, 
meditation, health and wellness, cre-
ative expression, and makeup lessons. 
What we learned: relationships, com-
munity, and connection matter more 
than anything. 

We had a hard look at our finan-
cials and our values. We rely on our 
youth-run business for 50% of our 
budget, and our highest margin busi-
ness lines — retail, events, pop-up 
shops — were completely shuttered. 
We didn’t and still don’t know the 
future of government funding and 
philanthropy. Our first commitment 
was to continue to pay our youth even 
though work shifts were suspended. 

For the 16 years before covid-19 hit 
Massachusetts, More Than Words 
was a beehive of activity, filled with 
young people working, learning, and 
engaging. We are a nonprofit social 
enterprise that empowers youth who 
are in foster care, court-involved, 
homeless, or out of school to take 
charge of their lives by taking charge 
of a $3.7 million dollar business. Youth 
work part-time jobs in our retail and 
online used bookselling businesses 
while simultaneously working a sec-
ond paid job focused on advancing 
personal goals to transition to other 
jobs and education. Youth went out on 
trucks to pick up books, put books in 
inventory and shipped our orders, and 
attended group seminars. All this job 
training and youth development pro-
gramming was inherently in-person. 

On March 13 we closed our stores 
and offices and our entire program 
changed overnight. However, our mis-
sion remained the same: empowering 
and showing up for our youth. The 
innovations we developed to retain 
this core while changing all the “trap-
pings” have fundamentally altered 
the way we will operate going forward. 
We have learned not just to pivot, but 
also to knock down walls and build an 
even stronger More Than Words. 

The first step was to ensure we 
stayed connected with our young peo-
ple and did whatever necessary to en-
sure they survived, which meant also 
being a basic needs program. We com-
pleted a needs assessment with all the 
youth within our network, seeking to 
understand whether our young people 
had access to housing, food, cleaning 
products, and medications. We went 
from an organization that never had a 
street presence to one ordering pallets 

The key idea is to just focus on the essential 
knowledge and skills that kids need  
to learn in a given year, and then let go  
of some of the rest.”
Professor Jal Mehta
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