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M o n t a g e

and jumping up and down,” Ashong re-
calls. “Paintings and clocks were literally 
falling off the walls because everyone was 
jumping up and down so hard that the 
walls were shaking.”

If this is an era of globalized culture, 
world music, and the erosion of interna-
tional barriers, then Ashong and Soulfège 
(a play on solfège, the popular method of 
teaching sight-singing), may be perfectly 
in tune with the times. The six-member 
band’s sound fuses elements of reggae, hip-
hop, funk, and West African highlife.  “All 

these musical idioms are a palette for 
expression,” Ashong explains. “The 
colors we use depend on what we’re 
singing about, what we want to say. 
When I write a song, I have a feeling of 
how it moves me, and that shapes how 
the song is written and how it is pro-
duced. I can take the same song and 
make a folk song, a rock song, a reggae 
song, or a country tune, all depending 
on how it is produced—the reggae art-
ists can take Céline Dion and make it 
into reggae! It’s choosing the right id-
iom to convey the feeling. I don’t want 
to hit a baseball with a golf club.”

Ashong’s own biography echoes 
the diverse chords of Soulfège. Born 

in Accra, Ghana, he moved with his family 
to Brooklyn at a young age, then lived in 
Saudi Arabia from ages 8 to 12. Next came 
a stint in Doha, Qatar, then back to the 
States where, almost ironically, Ashong 
completed high school in the suburban 
New Jersey town of Voorhees. His mother, 
Stella, is a registered nurse and his father, 
Emmanuel, M.P.H. ’82, a pediatrician; both 
sing well.

Ashong played classical piano, clarinet, 
drums, and sang in the choir at his high 
school. At Harvard he joined the Kuumba 
Singers and there befriended Jonathan 
Gramling ’98, who launched Soulfège with 
him about a decade ago. (Several other 
Kuumba alumni, including Sheldon Reid 
’96, Ed.M. ’98, James Shelton ’97, Kelley 
Johnson ’02, and Jorge Montoy ’04, were in 
the group’s earlier incarnations.  The band 
once had 12 members, which was fun but, 
as Ashong explains, “too many to take on 
the road.” He and Gramling, the two vo-
calists, are the only remaining Harvard-
ians.) During college, Ashong took a leave 
of absence to play the lead character’s 
younger brother in Steven Spielberg’s 1997 
film Amistad. He later pursued a Harvard 

The Neonatal Behav-
ioral Assessment Scale 
(1973), often referred to 
as the Brazelton scale, 
forever changed the way 
we see, think about, and 
understand babies. In the 
sense of a true Kuhn ian 
revolution, the data, the 
facts that came to be 
known from research 
with the Brazelton scale, 
no longer fit the existing 
paradigm and we could 
no longer view the baby 
as a tabula rasa. There 
are literally hundreds 
of studies that have used the Brazelton 
scale to document the extraordinary 
behavioral repertoire of the newborn, 
the baby as part of an interactional pro-
cess, and the baby with self-regulatory 
capacities.

One key contribution that came out 
of this work was the study of individual 
differences in newborn behavior. In In-
fants and Mothers (1969), Brazelton de-
scribed three different kinds of babies: 
“quiet,” “active,” and “middle of the 
road.” These differences were described 
as “constitutional” and Brazelton point-
ed out that parents need to learn to 
adjust to these differences, thus open-
ing the door to the idea that newborn 
infant behavior affects parenting.…The 
fact that there are individual differences 
at birth also helped shatter the myth of 
the baby as tabula rasa. But it did more 
than that because the research also 
showed that these individual differences 
shape the mother-infant reaction. So the 
infant emerges as shaping his or her own 
development and this phenomenon can 
be observed all over the world. Showing 

that these individual differences affect 
parenting—that they alter the caregiving 
environment—may very well have been 
the coup de grâce that cemented the 
paradigm shift.

The Brazelton scale changed the 
field of temperament. Use of the term 
“temperament” had previously been 
reserved for older infants and children. 
With the advent of the Brazelton scale, 
temperament could now be described 
along the lines of individual differences 
in newborn behavior. The “quiet” baby 
became the child with “easy” tem-
perament. Also, most temperament re-
searchers claimed that temperament 
was biologically based. The fact that 
temperament could now be described 
in the newborn, before postnatal envi-
ronmental factors came into play, gave 
strong support to the biological basis 
of temperament. In addition, tempera-
ment is thought of as what later be-
comes personality in the older child. So 
by extension, the newborn was seen as 
entering the world with a personality. A 
far cry from the tabula rasa!

T. Berry Brazelton, clinical professor of 
pediatrics emeritus, has been the guide for 
recent generations who find themselves 
in possession of newborns in the process 
of growing up. Preparing for his ninetieth 
birthday, in May 2008, colleagues began as-
sembling a guide to the research frontiers 
Brazelton’s work had opened. The result, 

edited by Barry M. Lester, of Brown, and assistant professor of psychiatry Joshua D. 
Sparrow, of Children’s Hospital, is Nurturing Children and Families (Wiley-Blackwell, 
$119.95). The following, sans references, comes from Lester’s introductory essay.
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Brazelton with 
one of his sources 
of inspiration




