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Introduction

MY FRIEND MELISSA HAS THE VOICE OF A PRINCIPAL YOU DON’T want to cross. It’s calm but firm, steady, and—when the occasion calls for it—dripping with disapproval. When Melissa means business, she pairs the voice with her signature look. Lips pressed, eyes fixed, it’s a face that welcomes any toddler’s challenge. I’ve seen the combination make both children and adults stop dead in their tracks. Last Wednesday night, I watched as she aimed the combo at my five-year-old son.

“Ollie. Down!”

He was scaling her midcentury modern table, seconds away from toppling a plant onto a Persian rug. Ollie had crossed a line, and he knew it. But he did not move. Instead, he stared at Melissa, who met his gaze straight on. The two squared off in a silent duel, each waiting for the other to break.

But I knew it was no match. Eventually, Ollie inched his body down, each limb accepting defeat individually. Head hung, he braced for his scolding. “The table is not for climbing. If you do it again, I’ll send you home.”

As mothers, Melissa and I are very different. Even if I wanted to, I’d never be able to pull off “the look.” The one time I tried, my two-year-old giggled, assuming I was playing pretend. At Melissa’s, there is no gentle parenting. Rules are set, expectations are high, and compliments are sparse. She is much more likely to say “Do better” than “Great job!” It’s a parenting philosophy that might horrify my American friends. Still, several times a week, I send my children over to eat, play, and, occasionally, earn the look.

This was not a babysitting arrangement I settled for. In fact, my husband and I uprooted our family and moved across the world so that our best friends, Melissa and her husband, Jeremy, could help us share the joys and burdens of parenthood—and, in the process, yell at our children.

We are not hippies, polyamorous, or cult followers. But, having lived abroad for much of our adult lives, both my husband and I were wary of raising our kids in a nuclear American family. Parenthood in America was isolating. We wanted to raise our children in a proverbial village with the strong community network and multigenerational ties we had seen sustain families abroad. So, we packed our lives and moved across the world to live next to our best friends, who happened to be in Singapore. We created an informal commune sharing childcare, playdates, and parenting each other’s kids.

I knew if my American friends had seen Melissa scolding Ollie, they would be uneasy. Discipline, they would assume, is a job best left to parents. To let someone else do it for you risks confusing or even damaging your child. But if those friends looked long enough, here’s what else they would have seen: my shy, introverted son giggling through the night at weekly sleepovers with his best friend, Melissa’s son Jay. Jeremy cooking dinner for us all at the end of a long week. All of the kids squeezed into the back of my car, singing the Frozen soundtrack at the top of their lungs on the way to class. They would see homemade soup delivered to our door when we are sick, and bottles of champagne popped in our living rooms to celebrate promotions.

When, after nearly ten years of living abroad, we moved our family back to the States, I saw a very different dynamic play out. American parents draw boundaries, protect their personal space, and value their independence. But they are also harried, tired, and, most of all, lonely. Many live across the country from both their families and their closest friends. Even if they know their neighbors, they can’t count on them. American individualism, especially when it comes to parenthood, is failing them.

Please Yell at My Kids is not a book about discipline or the merits of different parenting philosophies. It isn’t about how to start a commune. (But you’ll see some ways we make it work!) And it isn’t about the myriad ways that American structures are failing families, especially mothers, because we all know that already. Somehow, despite the number of books written about the exhaustion of American parenting, we still don’t have reliable childcare or meaningful paid family leave—and let’s be real, it’s going to take a while. Though much has been written about the unsustainable workload American parents shoulder, we’ve left out a crucial part of the discussion: culture.

Please Yell at My Kids is about taking apart the cultural rules and norms we follow almost instinctively in order to examine whether they actually help us. Is it really wrong for another mother to discipline my kids, or does it open them to other parenting styles in important ways? Should childbirth be an intensely private experience or one where the mess and the bliss are laid bare for your friends and family to see? Should grandparents be left to enjoy their retirement or asked to stand in line at school pickup? These aren’t just hypothetical questions. Each chapter includes practical steps for parents who want to adapt these traditions for themselves.

The book calls on Americans to recognize what parents around the world already know: that raising children should not be a private project, but a shared one. Each chapter examines a parenting rule that bucks American traditions and offers an alternative vision of what’s possible when we bring others into the fold of parenting. These traditions challenge us to invite aging grandparents and meddling neighbors to our breakfast table, carpool lanes, and delivery rooms. Instead of defending what we stand for, they urge us to make room for who we stand with. The book follows the parenting journey chronologically, from pregnancy to childcare, tapping into wisdom from parents in ten countries along the way. In addition to our own experience in Singapore and Brazil, I profile parents in China, Denmark, Sweden, Malaysia, France, Mozambique, the Netherlands, and Finland.

These countries were not chosen at random, but rather because parents there have hacked an aspect of parenting Americans struggle with. Much has been written about the benefits of raising children in Europe. But we can learn just as much from the Scandinavian welfare system as from Mozambique’s sense of solidarity.

NONE OF THE COUNTRIES ANALYZED IN THIS BOOK OFFER PERFECT solutions. The parents profiled here are just as bleary-eyed and turned around as the rest of us. They have morning sickness and back pain. They have had postpartum depression and, in some cases, even psychosis. The difference is that they are not doing it alone.

You may find some of these approaches ridiculous. That’s okay! They aren’t prescriptions meant to be followed to the letter. Rather, I try to whittle down each of the eleven traditions in the book to their central message, and extract a lesson about parental support that Americans can apply to their everyday lives. You may not want to invite guests to your C-section the way mothers in Brazil do or skip showers for forty days after you give birth as prescribed by Chinese confinement practices, but how can opening up to your friends help you find support in the chaos of the postpartum period? Perhaps you don’t want to let your baby sleep outdoors like the Danish, but what can the practice teach us about preserving our pre-baby identities? Can the Dutch tradition of dropping children off blindfolded in the woods help us find an antidote to helicopter parenting?

Some rules may seem irrelevant to American families, at least until the United States adopts legislation to better support parents. But they, too, hold wisdom for US families. Even if your office lacks a paternity leave policy, Swedish fathers can teach us how to split household chores more equitably. French daycare activists can tell us how to fight for better childcare in our own communities.

Parenthood is hard everywhere. But in America, it is broken. Traditional ties that shore up young families in countries like Brazil have fallen away, but unlike in Europe, government support has not stepped in to fill the gap. A historical reverence for individualism puts help–communal, family, or government-sponsored—at arm’s length. The thin webs of support that do exist, like community networks and religious ties, are quickly fraying.

At the same time, parenthood is intensifying. You know this already, but it bears repeating: American moms today spend four more hours a week doing active childcare than mothers in 1965. Dads spend triple the amount of time caring for their kids than their fathers’ generation did. With income inequality in America reaching a fifty-year high, everyday parenting decisions, like what school to send your children to, or what activities to sign them up for, weigh on parents. As wealthy families shower their children with extracurricular classes, tutors, and standardized test prep, the race to the top is steeper than ever before. For the first time, Americans have a 50 percent chance of being less well off than their parents. With their children’s future on the line, American parents are trying to do it all by themselves, all the time. It isn’t working.

Of course, every country has its problems. In pointing out what each is doing right, especially in supporting parents, I’m not issuing a blanket endorsement of any culture or absolving it of faults.

Yet the conversations I’ve had with American parents from Oakland to North Carolina are infused with a hopelessness I have not encountered elsewhere. Battered by the pandemic, rising childcare costs, and mounting anxiety about their children’s future, parents across the United States are echoing the same refrain: this is not sustainable.

Americans have a long tradition of blending the ideas and values of other cultures into our own ways of life—that’s how we ended up with TexMex burritos and oat milk chai lattes. I’m suggesting you do the same when it comes to parenthood—learn from other cultures and create a blend that works for you.

Throughout the book, I look to American policymakers, activists, and families around the country who are already experimenting with imported solutions. I examine which elements have translated well and which haven’t.

Because so much of the historical burden of parenthood has been placed on women, many of my conversations are with mothers. Throughout the book, I use both gendered and gender-neutral language to acknowledge the breadth of experiences encountered by parents. But, as you will see in the chapters that follow, the ideas and tips discussed here can benefit people of all genders and families of all shapes and sizes. In fact, one of the primary challenges I pose to readers, namely to cultivate a chosen family, was an idea practiced and popularized by the LGBTQ+ community long before it became a common mainstream practice.

Parenting in America is hard. Our cultural assumptions about childbirth, family, and community only make it that much harder. Join me as we rethink the practices handed down to us as parents. Let’s trade the overwhelm, relentlessness, and stress that has become synonymous with American parenting and replace it with community, balance, and, most of all, fun.
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