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Abstract

Ecologicd theory highlightsthe reciproca interaction between individuas and therr
environmert. In this paper, we show how this theory can be useful in the exploration of Jewish
identity outcomes and influences on Jewish identity. In particular, ecological theory can help us
undergand the experiences unique to local contexts, as well as raise questions to guide more
broad inquiry. Self-complexity theory, the idea of Jewish identity as a multidimensional
construct which coexists with other “identities”, parallels ecological theory and provides theory
and methodology to help understand self-conceptualization of Jewishidertity.

A “casestudy” involving ecologicd and self-complexity theories is discussed. Data from
in-depth interviews and surveys of 41 6™ and 7" grade students and their families are presented.
Participants are drawn from Day and Termple Religious schools. Among the key findings are that
students who show greater expectations interms of continued Jewish participation have a
broader ecology of Jewish influences and a less complex conceptualization of their Jewish
selves. Theseresults are discussed in the context of the interplay of developmenta issues and

environmental factors. Relevance to Jewish educationd research and practice ishighlighted.

The topic of Jewish identity, never beenfar from the hearts and minds of researchers, has been
thrug into even greater focus because of the extensive public, politicd, and rdigious discussion

of "Who isa Jew?". Debate about this timeless question, interestingly, does not seem quite as
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informed by research as it might be. Part of the reason for this is the growing sense that our
models for conceptualizing and studying Jewishidentity have not been sdisfactory. Another
reason for this, identified in recent work at the Rutgers-based Jewish Identity Development
Project, isthe relative lack of attention given to the way in which Jewish identity co-exists with a
variety of other identities, the vast mgjority of which are secular, and including another elusive
congdruct, "American” identity.

Our aim hereisto introduce a theoretica perspective that may be useful in studying the
circuitous pathways and idiosyncratic outcomes that appear to charact erize many Jewish
journeys of identity development (e.g., Cohen & Eisen, 1998). Mainly, we bring the perspective
of the fidd of community psychology, which is acutely avare of the tendency of social scientists
to over-generalize the implications of their findings in the search for general principles or laws.
We are aware that the early history of psychology and religion was characterized by much
criticism of religion on the part of psychologists. Much of this criticismwas based on an attempt
to apply findingsfromlimited sudies of certan populationsand types of religious bdiefs to
applyto religion as awhole (e.g., Kress, 1998; Kress& Elias, inpress).

Community psychology-based appr oaches under score the need for usto be sensitive to the
contexts in which we do our work (Kingry-Westergaard & Kelly, 1990). Context places great
influence onwha we believe, how we think and feel, how we organize our lives and those with
whomwe interact. Can there be any surprise the Jewish idertity inthe context of ashtel is quite
different than it would be in the context of an urban, secular environment? This is not to say that
the identities will necessarily be different. What isthe particular sructure of the settingsin
which people’ sidentitiesare being forged?What are the setting’s strengths and resources? How

do individuals and groups gpproach the idea of Jewish identity, and how do they interact with
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their Jewish and secular environments? A contextud and ecological approach to identity
development can be helpful in understanding "local" variationsand, through the accumulated
study of such local examples, generalities will or will not emerge.

Theoretical Background: Ecologica Theory and Jewish Identity Development

An ecological approach to human development is outlined and defined by
Bronfenbremer (1979):

The ecology of human development involves the scientific study of the

progressive, mutual accommodation between an active, growing human being

and the changing properties of the immediate settings in which the developing

person lives, asthis processis affected by relations between these settings, and

by the larger contextsin which the sdtings ae embedded (p. 21).

As such, development is seen as areciprocal interaction between the individua and the
developmertal contexts relevant to theindividual. These devel opmental contexts are defined on
both a "micro" level, that is, those individuals with whom, and setting with in which, the
individua interacts directly (e.g., ateacher), aswell as more broadly, as sysemsthat include the
individual, but with which the individual has no direct contact (e.g., the local school board).

Bronfenbrenner (1979) stresses the interaction between individual and environment,
seeing both of these factors as being of equa importance. T o understand the development of the
individua, we must look at the systemsin which he or she is embedded, the roles played by the
individual in these systems, and significant otherswho interact with the individud. Importantly,
we must also examine how the individual internalizes these influences, and how this then guides
the individual's actions in a particular setting. Findly, successful development is seenas

depending on the existence of multiple, and increasingly complex, roles, relationships and
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activities, and the degreeto whichthere is mutud support among these.

An ecological pergective requires an undergand ng and appreciation of the contexts
children and adolescerts are participantsin, and how these interact and vary over the course of
the child's developmenta history. From an ecologica perspective, we can begin to examine
which settings and relationships are likely to have the greatest impact on the development of a
Jewish identity in adolescents. The quegion of environmental influences on Jewish idertity has
been reviewed by a number of researchers and theorists, and their discussions are summarized
below. Thisreview will focus on the influence of educational settings, peer groups, and
community climete. Additionally, the role of the family will be highlighted. While these
categories of contexts arereviewed generally, Maton and Wells (1995) findings that variaion
within individual contexts within the same category may have differential impact on the
individual are acknowledged.

Aswe havediscussed elsewhere (Kress & Elias, in press, 1988), and ecologicd approach
can prove to be a generative theory in understanding Jewish identity development. | mportantly,
this theory stresses that influences into Jewish mug be seen ina contextual light of other
influences (both positive and negative) as well as individual factors. Thisleads usto ask a
broader range of quedions about such influences, how they rdae to one another, how students
move from one influence to another, do the influences support one another, and are they relevant
to the developmental (social, enotional and cognitive) stage of the individual.

An ecologica under standing requires us not only to understand the structure of the
individua’ s environment, but also how the individuaizes conceptudizes his or her df vis-a-vis
this environment. To understand this latter Sdeof the equation, we have made use of

psychological self-compl exity theory, which involves exploring how anindividual relatesto



Ecological Theory, Self-Complexity, and Jewish Idertity 5

various aspects of themselves. The development of the idea of the "multiplicity” of identity is
seen as amgor trandtion inthe way the self is conceptualized (Roserberg & Gara, 1985).
Current research focuses on the structure and relationships anong the various "sdves'. Self-
structure is defined by Robey, Cohen, & Gara (1989) as "the hierarchically organized
interrelationships among the several sdvesin terms of their separate and overlapping features
(the self-perceived traits, fedings, etc.)" (p. 436). Key concepts of the salf-structure include the
eaboration of individud selves, and the pattern of relationships among sdves (e.g., that certain
selves are considered to be more prominent than others, Markus & Wurf, 1987). Also, the
comparison of the "self" to the conceptualization of significant othersis seen assignificart (Gara
& Rosenberg, 1979). In research with adults, findings suggest that a more elaborate and
complex self-structure contributes to greater mental health functioning and self-esteem. (e.g.,
Campbdl, Chew, & Scratchily, 1991). It should be noted that such an approach was clearly
articulated inthe field of Jewishidentity development by London and Frank (1987), who spoke
of an overall personal identity and various social identities. For this study, we conceptualized
Jewish identity as condgsting of behaviord, cognitive, socid, and affective aspects (for afull
review, see Kress, 1998).

The goals of this study were to use ecological theory and relaed self-complexity theory
to help under stand the Jewish identity devedlopment experiencein a sample of sudents. This
study will highlight key issues and themes inusing such theoriesto guide research and pradice.

Methods

Participants were drawn from two types of Conservaive Jewish educational settings. Day

Schools and Supplemental Religious Schools. Prdiminary research conducted with studentsin

similar sdtings (Kress, Elias, & Novick, 1995; Kress, Elias Novick et al., 1995) has suggesed
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that significart differences exist between students enrolled in Conservative-affiliated Day
Schoolsand Rdigious Schools onawide range of variables related to the topicin question

Students from the 6" and 7" grades are targeted because this age-group is often seen as
the major focus of contemporary Jewish education. Also, students who remain in Jewish
educational settings post-Bar/Bat-Mitzvah cannot be seen as a representative cross-section, as
the majority of students - estimates vary between 75% and 90% - |eave the Jewish educational
sygem at this poirt..

The gudent participant was aked to complete higher part of the measures in an area of
the house in which they felt comfortable, but away from the parent(s). A trained research
assistant provided assistance and encouragement to the child as needed. Concurrently, parental
interviews and surveys were administered by the Principal Investigator. T he assessment
procedurestook approximately one hour to complete.

Measures and V ariables

1.Student Assessment: A survey was administered in order to assess the student's present

and expected future degree of commitment to Judaism. This five-item questionnaire addressed
issues of aurrent certrality of Judaiam (Item2: "The fact that | am Jewish plays an inportant part
in my life"), expected future centrality of Judaism (Item 3: "When | imagine what my life will be
like ater High School, | imagine that Judaismwill play an important part in my life"; [tem 4:
"When | imagire what my life will be like as an adult, | imagine that Judaism will play an
important part in my life"), and expedations around continued Jewish education (Item 1: "I hope
to continue my Jewish education after my Bar/Bat Mitzvah"; Item 5: My parents expect me to
continue my Jewish education after my Bar/Bat Mitzvah"). The survey isincluded in Appendix

C. Factor analyssrevealed that all of the items fell inthe same factor, so a summary score was
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used. Thevariable Student Jewish Expectations wasused to indicate the sumof the itemsfrom
thisscale.

In addition, ameasure of sef-complexity was used to assess the degree of self-
elaboration of Jewish identity. The self-complexity gpproach to the investigation of self-concept
involves an assessment of participants descriptions of various target aspects of themselves and
significart others (for afull explanation of thismethodology, see Gara, 1990 and Neilsen, 1998).
In order to achieve this participants were preserted with questionnaires in which they were
asked the extent to which various descriptors goply to a particular target aspect of themselvesor
others. Thismethodology callsfor prelimnary work in which each participant generates targets
and descariptors that apply to himor herself. These would then be combined to create a st of
target and descriptor forms that are unique to each individual participant. Due to limited access
to participants, and because this gudy investigates a narrow range of self/other targets,
maodifications were made in this procedure. Here, al participants were provided with an identical
list of targets.

A multidimensiond definition of Jewish identity was used in our work, including
behavioral, socia, cognitive, and affective components. This conceptualization led usto basethe
andyses reported here on a multi-component Jewish “self” conssting of the following self-
targets. Self as aJew (a general assessmert), Self when doing most important Jewish behavior,
Salf when learning about Judaism, and Sdlf with Jewish friends. The affective dimension can be
seen as infused throughout all of these selves, as it is contained within the adjectives used as
descriptors. When appropriate, specific content of these “selves’ was left open ended, to most
accur ately assess the student’s Jewish environment. For example, rather than assuming that the

school is theplace where the student |earns themog about Judaism, the student was asked to
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provide the information. Also, alist of descriptors was provided for participants based on an
original version that had been field-tesed previously.

The “H-Comp” statistic (Nielsen, 1996; Nielsen & Fultz, 1997) was used to analyze the
data in the self-complexity measures. This statistic compar es the adjectives used to describe the
4 Jewish slf-aspects and measuresthe redundancy of descriptors used. Higher, H scoresindicate
more differentiated and complex, and less redundant, thinking about these sdf-aspects.

2. Parental Assessment: The survey that was adminigered to parentshad several foci.

First, therewere itemsto address parents opinions regarding the valence and centrdity of ther
Jewishidentity (e.g., "Thefact that | am Jewish plays an important part in my life"; this
methodology is similar to Herman, 1977). Second, parents were asked to rate a series of ritual
observances in terms of how important it was for them that the family perform these rituds
together. Drawn from previous surveys of Jewish ritual involvement (e.g., Horowitz, 1993),
these rituals were picked to include those which have been found by previous research
(Horowitz, 1993) to be relatively highly observed (e.g., "Attend Passover Seder") as well as
those lessfrequently observed (eg., "Attend Purim celebration™). Further, the lig includesrituds
that recur regularly throughout the year (e.g., "Light Shabbat candles'), as well as those which
aremoretime delineated (e.g., " Light Hanukkah candles’). Findly, parents were asked to list the
various Jewish contexts in which their child participates, and to rate the degree to which they
encourage and support their child's participation in each of these contexts Parents were asked to
fill out the survey together. When major discrepancies existed between the accounts of parents,
this was noted, and scoring was based on the average of the two. When only one parent was
Jewish, both parents ill wereinvited to join the discusson, as both parents may play apart in

gructuring the child's Jewish environment. When an adult other than a parent was responsble
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for the primary care of the student, this adult wasinterviewed.

It shoud be noted that in addition to the Parertal Survey, the Principal Investigator
conducted an in-dept h interview of the parents. Results of thisinterview are not included in the
set of analyses to be presented here.

The Parental Survey resulted in the following variables:

A. Family Rituds: A summary score of reported ritual practice.

B. Contexts of Influence: The total number of influences. Based on the degree to which

the parent indicated support, or lack thereof, for a particular influence, eachinfluence
was categorized as either “Positive” or “Neutral/Negative’, and separate variables
were creaed for Positive and Negaive Contexts. However, since parents listed very
few neutral/negative contexts (only 6% of responses) these wereexduded from
furthe analyses
Reaults
Sample Characteristics
Forty-one families participated in this sudy. The sample charecterisicsare given in
Table. Supplemental School students comprised 48.8% of the sanple, while 51.2% were
enrolled in Day School. Students ranged inagefrom 11to 13 yearsold & the time of this study.
Maes comprised 51.2% of the participants, 48.8% were female. Interestingly, 90.2% of the
participants had never attended atype of school (i.e., Supplemental vs. Day School) other than
the one in which they were presently enrolled.
No sgnificant differences were found for age, gender, or grade between the two schoal-
types. Differences between genders were not found for Student Jewish Expectations, or Jewish

Sdf-complexity. Further, no differenceswere found for School Type (Day vs. Supplementd) in



Ecological Theory, Self-Complexity, and Jewish Idertity 10

any of the key vaiales in the study.

Students’ Jewish Ecology

In this section we report statistics, both descriptive and inferential, which relate to the
variety of influences on gudent outcomes. We will begin with data from the open-ended
questions presented to the gudents and parentsregarding influencesand identity.

Studerts were asked to name the person who has had the most influence on how you
think and feel about Judasm. Results are shown in Talde 1 for the overall sample, as wdl as for
each type of school. Students' responses to the question “What is the most important Jewish
thing that you do on a regular bass?’ are shown in Table 2. Student s were also asked to name
the place where they learn the most about Judaism, and responses are given in Table 3. The
caegories and relative frequenciesfor contexts of influence listed by parents are listed in Table
4. Parentslisted an averageof 7.9 contexts, with arange of 2 to 16.

Inter-correations of the variables Student Jewish Expectations, Family Rituals, and
Influential Contexts are shown in Talde 5. Ecological theory would predict that both the number
of family rituals as well as the number of contexts of influence would each be independent
predictors of the Student Jewish Expectation variable. To check this, both of these variables
were entered into a regression nodel. Results indicate the significance of the overall model
(F=23.44; df=2, 38; p<.001) with each varial e contributing significantly to the outcome.

Self-Compl exity

Nielsen and Fultz (1997) goplied sdf-complexity theory to the study of religious idertity
ina study comparing college guderts with churchgoers Thar dscussion and reaults pointed to
higher degrees of sdf-complexity with those with greater degrees of rdigious involvement. This

is consistent with research in the area of self-complexity in general and in mental health, as
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mentioned earlier. For thisreason, we initidly expected to find sdf-complexity to be postively
related to Student Jewish Expectations. However results indicaed that these variables were
inversely related — the higher the degree of complexity of Jewish Self-concept, the lower the
scorefor Student Jewish Expectations (r=.488, p<.001; the postive correation here actudly
ind catesa negative relationship due to how the varialdes are score

One possible explanation for this unexpect ed finding may have to do with the age of the
participants in this study. Asmentioned, research using measure of self-complexity to assess
identity in general, and religious identity in particular, have focused on older adolescents and
adults. Individuals in these age groupswould be cognitively more aldeto processa multiplicity
of roles and identities. However, the participantsin this study are at an pre- to early-adolescent
stage of development. From a Piagetian perspective, it is possiblethat the participants are
coming at salf-conceptualization from a concrete, rather than formal perspective, thereby giving
stronger weight to a mor e narrow conceptualization. Thisis consistent with Elkind (1961) who
found that students at age 11 were becoming increasingly more complex about their thinking
about Judaism, but still defined Judaism as specific ritual practice. Also, from an Eriksonian
perspective, these sudents may be grappling with “1 ndustry” or anarrowing of focus of sdf. The
work of Fowler’'s (1981) “Stages of Faith” is helpful in bringing these issues together. These
sudentswould fit within Fowler’s“Mythic-Literal” stage, increasing in complexity, but ill
trying to fit new conceptualization into simpler established spiritual categorizations

Discusson

To summarize, those students who reported stronger expectations for continued Jewish

involvement had familieswith more participation in Jewish rituals and themsel ves participated

inagreater of pogtive contexts of influence. However, these same students showed lower leves
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of complexity in their Jewish self-conceptuali zation.

These findings suggest that students at this age may be struggling to create an individual
self-definition of what it means to be Jewish. They may be a process of paring down various
influences and finding experiences that are meaningful to themselves as individuals. They are at
a point where their experiences and influences are expanding. Some may be moving ino a
Middle School where they come into contact with a more diverse range of students and teachers.
Our work with students of thisage has shown usthat thistime often represents aflowering of
extra-curricular interests in the schools (end parerts can attes to growing mileage on their cars!).
At the same time, however, the focus of many Jewish educationa settings is narrowing, with a
growing emphasisduring thistime on the Ba- and Ba- Mitzvah experience. Ecological Theory
sees the individual and the environment as meeting half-way. What if the students interests,
where they are focusing their “indudry” in their work toward “concrete” and non-complex
Jewish sl f-definition, does not mesh with the opportunities available for them at these times
through their schools?

Our datapoint out that Jewish educational settings are very strong influences a this
point, both on Jewish sdf-conceptudization and Jewish knowledge. However, neither education
nor Bar-Bat-Mitzvah preparation are seen as particularly meaningful activities for the sudents in
our studies. This puts Jewish educational settings at risk of loosing this influential foothold as
Sudent’s self-definition narrows. Jewish schools mugt gart to examinetherolethey play in
providing a variety of opportunities for sdf-definition, and to dlow students to create an idertity
without having to leave the gructure of the school setting. When this isnot possible educators
must ask how to bridge the educational setting with externd influences. In paticular, our results

regarding the importance of prayer and synagogue attendance suggest that Jewish educational
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settings consider their relationship with the synagogues that these students attend. T he housing
of aschoal in a synagogue might not be sufficient for thistask. Rather, we must examine the
bridges between the synagogue and syragogue personnel and the school.
Conclusons
This study serves as an illudration of the type of questions and recommendaions that can
be raised using an ecological model and self-complexity theory. A few important themes emerge
from thismethodology.

1 The authorsacknowl edge that the small samplesize, and homogeneity of
the participants can be seen as ashortcoming of thiswork. However, this
gpproach can adso be understood as a*“case-study” in a delineated sub-
population. Given the often-idiosyncratic definitionsof Jewish identity
across individuals and sub-groups, in-depth study of smdl samples may
yield fruitful in underganding larger phenomenon. As we accumulate such
case studies, their comparison can help gereralize beyond the study
population.

2. Can we develop an assessment that would let individuals map the
ecological structure of their environments? Such a map would include
forces toward and away from Jewishidentity, and how these forces
interact. Thiswould be an interesting and important exercise for Jewish
educational professionalsin that it would dlow them to see where their
particuar organization (e.g., a Rdigious School) fits within the more
global range of influences Also, such an ectivity if completed by guderts

may help them to understand the influences they face. Vygotsky (1978)
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talks about “bootstrapping”, or coaching cognitive development through
guided exploration. Can Jewishidentity be “bootstrapped” ?

3. How might children’s Jewish sdf-complexity be different if we used a
completely “open ended” methodology? How might they weigh the
behavioral, social, affective, and cognitive aspects of their identity? How
might results be different if we asked the sudentsthese same quedionin
High School ? College? Beyond?

4. Might we be able to ook at the complex interplay between individua and
environment as a*“ portfolio” that students develop over time throughout
their lives? Might different self-structures and ecological settings movein
and out of the forefront at different times?

5. Finally, ecological theory can play aroleinorganizing research on
different influences on Jewish identity. No one experience can stand aone
asa “defining” moment for al children. We must dart to ask, what isit
about particular children that they are impacted by a particular expeience
and what it isabout a particular experience that it impacts particular

children
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Table 1. Biggest Jewish Influence for Student

Temple Day Tota
School Sch I
ool
Jewish School Teacher 8 (40%) 5 13
(24 (38
%) %)
Rabbi/Synagogue 3 (15%) 5 8
Officia (24 (20
%) %)
Grandparent 4 (20%) 5(2 9
4% (22
) %)
Parents 1 (5%) 3 4
(14 (9.8
%) %)
Siblings 3 (15%) 1 4
5 (9.8)
%)
Friends 1 (5%) 2 3
(9.5 (7.3)
%)
Table 2:
Student’s Mog Importart Jewish Activity
Temple Day To
School School tal
Prayer/Synagogue 8 (40%) 12 20
Attendance (57%) (4
9
%)
Shabbat Observance 1 (5%) 2 3
(9.5%) (7.
3
%)
Learning/Jewish School 5 (25%) 5( 10
24%) (2
5
%)
K eeping Kosher 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 2
(2.
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5
%)

Kadimah 1 (5%) 0 1
(2.

4
%)

Bar/Bat Mitzvah Prep 1 (5%) 0 1
(2.

4
%)

Jewish Haolidays 2 (10%) 0 2
(5
%)

Being a Good Jew 1 (5%) 1
(2.

4
%)

Belief in God 0 1(4.8) 1
(2.

4
%)

Table 3: Place Where Student Learns Most About Judaism

Temple Day Tot

School School a

Home 2 (10%) 3 (14%) 5
(12

%)

Israel/Jerusalem 3 (15%) 4 (19%) 7
(a7

%)

Temple 3 (15%) 1 (5%) 4
(10

%)

School (Jewish) 9 (45%) 13 22
(62%) (54

%)

Other 3 (15%) 0 3
(7%

)
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Table4: Frequency of Categories of Contextsof Influence Liged by Parents

Family Member 29%
School-related 15%
Holidays/Shabbat 11%
Peers 9%
Synagogue/Services 8%
Y outh Group 7%
Israel 6%
Bar/Bat Mitzvah All following less than 5%

Cultural Adivities

General Home Environment

Holocaust Related

Chaity
K eeping Kosher
Other
Table 5: Correlations (All N=41)
Student Parent Contexts
Jewish Rituas of
Expectatio Influence
ns
Student -- .645 -.543
Jewish (p<.01) (p<.01)
Exectation
S
Parent .645 -- -.294 (n.s)
Rituds (p<.01)
Positive -.543 -.294 (n.s) -
Contexts (p<.01)
of
Influence

Note: Negative correations involving Contexts of Influence indicate positive

relationships.
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