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Chapter 1:Background 

 

The Council for Higher Education (CHE) decided to evaluate study programs in the field of 

Archaeology during the academic year 2010 – 2011.  

Following the decision of the CHE, the Minister of Education, who serves ex officio as a 

Chairperson of the CHE, appointed a Committee consisting of: 

• Prof. Charles Stanish, Cotsen Institute of Archeology, University of California, 
USA– Committee Chair 

• Prof. Susan Alcock, Joukowsky Institute for Archaeology, Brown University, USA 
• Prof. Ofer Bar-Yosef,  Department of Anthropology, Harvard University, USA 
• Prof. Manfred Bietak, Vienna Institute of Archaeological Science (VIAS), University 

of Vienna, and Austrian Academy of Sciences, Austria  
• Prof. Margalit Finkelberg, Department of Classics, Tel Aviv University, Israel 
• Prof. Amihai Mazar, Institute of Archaeology, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 

Israel 
• Dr. Melinda A. Zeder, National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian 

Institution, USA 

Ms. Alisa Elon, Coordinator of the Committee on behalf of the CHE. 

Within the framework of its activity, the Committee was requested to: 

1. Examine the self-evaluation reports, submitted by the institutions that provide study 

programs in Archaeology, and to conduct on-site visits at those institutions. 

2. Submit to the CHE an individual report on each of the evaluated academic units and study 

programs, including the Committee's findings and recommendations. 

3. Submit to the CHE a general report regarding the examined field of study within the Israeli 

system of higher education including recommendations for standards in the evaluated field of 

study. 

The Committee’s letter of appointment is attached as Appendix 1.  

The entire process was conducted in accordance with the CHE’s Guidelines for Self-Evaluation 

(of October 2009).  

http://www.tau.ac.il/humanities/classics/staff/Finkelbergs%20cv.html
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Chapter 2: Committee Procedures 

 

The Committee held its first meetings on February 15, 2011 during which it discussed 

fundamental issues concerning higher education in Israel, the quality assessment activity, as well 

as Archaeology study programs. 

The Committee held two cycles of visits; the first cycle in February 2011and the second in May 

2011. 

During the visits, the Committee met with various stakeholders at the institutions, including 

management, faculty, staff, and students.  

 

In view of the fact that Prof. Margalit Finkelberg is a faculty member at the Tel Aviv University 

and in order to prevent the appearance of a conflict of interest, Prof. Finkelberg did not 

participate in the evaluation of Archaeology studies at the Tel-Aviv University.   

 

This report deals with Jacob M. Alkow Department of Archaeology &  Ancient Near 

Eastern Cultures at Tel Aviv University.   

 

The Committee's visit to Tel Aviv University took place in February 23-24, 2011. The 

Committee thanks the management of Tel Aviv University and the Department of Archaeology 

and Ancient Near Eastern Studies for their self-evaluation report and for their hospitality towards 

the Committee during its visit at the institution. 

 

The schedule of the visit, including the list of participants from the institution, is attached as 

Appendix 2. 

http://www.tau.ac.il/humanities/classics/staff/Finkelbergs%20cv.html
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Chapter 3: Evaluation of Archaeology studies in The Jacob M. Alkow Department of 

Archaeology and Ancient Near Eastern Cultures 

 

• This Report relates to the situation current at the time of the visit to the institution, and 

does not take account of any subsequent changes. The Report records the conclusions 

reached by the Evaluation Committee based on the documentation provided by the 

institution, information gained through interviews, discussion and observation as well as 

other information available to the Committee. 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

 The Jacob M. Alkow Department of Archaeology and Near Eastern Cultures (hereafter 

the Department) at Tel Aviv University is a premier research and teaching faculty in archaeology 

and is to be commended for its dedication to the creation and dissemination of archaeological 

knowledge as well as its commitment to the conservation of Israel’s historical record.  We find 

that the Department meets or exceeds their goals in having competitive, peer-reviewed research 

support, a highly productive faculty and affiliated staff, excellent laboratory and library facilities, 

adequate curriculum, skilled management, a generally enthusiastic student body and a loyal 

group of alumni. The international stature of the faculty is demonstrated by its research 

productivity and success in winning competitive large grants.  This level of quality provides a 

high standard of research and teaching opportunities for students, faculty and affiliated members 

at TAU.   The study program is open and accessible to many students who do not necessarily 

wish to specialize in the discipline 

 Within this generally excellent assessment, we find some areas in which the Department 

and University Administration both can enhance things further.  It is imperative that retired 

faculty be replaced.  Likewise, we recommend sponsoring some new faculty lines to bring 

certain sub-areas up to the critical mass necessary to achieve educational and research goals.   

 One key area of improvement centers on the department culture.  We received the 

impression of a lack of critical self-reflection in the department and a reluctance on the part of 

some key stakeholders to share their critical views to the Committee.  Of particular concern is 
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the palpable gender imbalance on the faculty and the failure to adequately represent minority 

opinions in the department policy-making apparatus. These are problems that in the long run 

imperil the Department’s competitive position vis a vis other programs that have a more robust 

sense of their future intellectual direction. 

 We have also identified a number of other issues concerning the study program at all 

degree levels that will help the Department maintain its present strong profile. We also identify 

some structural issues beyond the Department’s control (i.e. the placement of the Ph.D program 

within the School of Jewish Studies) that should be addressed by TAU Administration to further 

the mission of archaeology.  We address these concerns in detail in the report that follows. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.  It is critical that the Department, in consultation with appropriate Administrative units in the 

University, develop a forward-looking strategic plan for its future growth and intellectual 

direction. Such a plan must involve input from all stake holders in the Department in a 

deliberative, and self-reflective way that both builds on traditional Departmental strengths 

but that also looks to new directions where the Department is well positioned to play a 

leading role in setting the future course of archaeological training and research in Israel and 

beyond.  

 

2. The Department should more clearly delineate its BA and MA study programs. More 

technical course requirements currently included in the BA curriculum (especially those in 

the dual-major program) might be moved to the MA level in an effort toward making the BA 

program more directed toward increasing archaeological literacy among students who may or 

may not pursue careers in the field while making the MA program oriented toward the 

training of professional archaeologists.  

 

3. Both the BA and the MA curriculum would benefit from the inclusion of more contemporary 

archaeological/ anthropological theory in addition to the program’s current culture historical 

emphasis; certainly many on the present faculty are well equipped to teach along these lines. 



 6 

An effort to place the archaeology of Israel and adjacent regions in a broader global context 

of culture change would further strengthen the program.  

 

4.  We recommend administrative change that allows students to more easily obtain language 

training.   

 

5. The study program at both the BA and MA level would benefit from a more robust 

archaeological sciences component to complement the very strong existing archaeomaterials 

program. Linkages should be sought with other science-based departments, with the nascent 

natural history collections program at Tel Aviv University a particularly likely partner. 

 

6. The structural placement of the Ph.D program within the School of Jewish Studies incurs 

many disadvantages and no apparent benefits to the program. The Department needs to work 

with University administration to seek a structural solution to this problem that will help 

speed and make more effective the process of dissertation proposal and review and to help 

promote international accessibility to TAU archaeology dissertations.  

 

7. A compelling case can be made for the addition of a few carefully chosen new senior faculty 

lines and there is a strong justification for the replacement of senior faculty. Hiring decisions 

should flow from a clear strategic plan (see Recommendation 1, above) that looks across all 

components of the Department to chart its future. The comprehensive nature of the program 

would be strengthened by better balancing positions across the entire chronological sweep 

covered by the Department, with particular attention to achieving and maintaining critical 

mass in periods both preceding and following Biblical eras. An effort should also be made to 

hire new faculty with secondary skills in methodological applications outside of pottery and 

lithic analysis (e.g. GIS, archaeobiology, isotope studies).  

 

8. Faculty hires in both Hittitology and Egyptology (especially in the study of ancient Egyptian 

material culture) would also help bolster the important Near Eastern Cultures component of 

the Archaeology Program.  
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9.  The Department and/or the Administration must address the serious gender imbalance in the 

composition of the senior faculty in a forthright manner. The fact that there is only one 

female senior faculty member among this large faculty (more than one third of whom were 

hired in the last decade) stands in stark contrast to the high percentage of female B.A. and 

MA students at TAU and other research universities in Israel, as well as the large pool of 

recent female archaeology Ph.Ds in Israel. The gender composition of the TAU senior 

faculty reflects very poorly on the Department and the University, and may unfortunately 

suggest hiring biases and practices deeply problematic in this day and age.  

 

10. The number of yearly academic hours of adjunct support should be increased . Opportunities 

for senior graduate students to serve as teaching fellows in lower level courses would help 

alleviate the teaching load of senior faculty as well as provide much needed teaching 

experience and financial support to TAU graduate students.  

 

11. More effective counseling of BA students on issues of course selection and scheduling. 

Course counseling should extend to relevant courses in other departments. 

 

12. Laboratory facilities and administrative personnel need larger and more regular sources of 

maintenance funds. At least some positions within the Institute of Archaeology should be 

given permanent budget lines to maintain continuity and quality, while additional positions 

can be added on an ad hoc basis through soft money. 
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BACKGROUND 

 

After a long history of efforts by dedicated individuals beginning in the 1930s, Tel Aviv 

University was fully accredited by the Council of Higher Education in 1969. According to the 

institution's Self-Evaluation report, during 2009, there were 33,730 students enrolled at the 

university as follows: 20,056 B.A. students, 11,362 M.A. students and 2,312 Ph.D. students. 

 

Archaeological research started in the Tel Aviv University in 1955 as the Department of Ancient 

Middle Eastern Studies. The Department was reorganized in 1969 when it joined the Faculty of 

Humanities and assumed its current name of the Department of Archaeology and Ancient Near 

Eastern Cultures.  

 

In 2005/2006 the Department was reorganized again when classical archaeologists from the 

Department of Classics were invited to join the Department along with historians  of ancient 

Israel who at the time belonged to the Department of Jewish Studies.  

 

According to the university's self-evaluation report, the number of students in the department 

during 2009/2010 was as follows: 127 B.A. students, 45 M.A. and 18 Ph.D. students. 
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MISSION AND GOALS 

 

The mission statement provided to the Committee, though somewhat disjointed, included all of 

the strengths and foci of the Department.  For clarity, we have extracted and reformulated the 

following version, which seem to represent the core mission at the time of our visit: The 

Department views the archaeology of the Land of Israel and the study of ancient Near Eastern 

cultures as interrelated branches of knowledge demanding rigorous thought and extensive 

training, as well as promoting humanistic culture in Israel.  Particular geographical strengths 

include first and foremost Israel (with an expressed emphasis on the first millennium BCE), 

followed by, in no rank order, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, Mesopotamia, Anatolia and the 

Aegean. The curriculum includes the history, ancient languages (Egyptian, Akkadian and 

Hittite), religion, society and material culture of Pharaonic Egypt, the Babylonian, Hittite and 

Assyrian kingdoms, and pre-classical Greece and Cyprus. 

   

The department seeks to combine theory and practice, field and laboratory analyses, the 

decipherment of ancient texts and critical archaeological thought to ensure that the study of the 

languages and cultures of the Ancient Near East will flourish and thrive as one of the important 

fields of the humanities in Israel. The Department takes as its core mission the provision of a 

comprehensive and encyclopedic approach to archaeological studies, taking advantage of its 

status as one of the two largest archaeological and ancient studies programs in Israel. The 

Department also recognizes that that it must enrich the public discourse on the archaeology and 

history of Israel and beyond, contributing their expertise to the larger community via public 

lectures as well as providing educational opportunities for auditors in their courses. 

  

This Committee believes that the stated mission and goals for the Department are entirely 

appropriate for a large international research university of this stature.  We find that the 

Department generally meets or exceeds these goals.  We are especially impressed with the 

degree to which the Near Eastern Cultures part of the program is integrated with the 

Archaeology of the Land of Israel component. There is, we found, an explicit emphasis on 

highlighting the possibilities for cross-illumination between the epigraphic and the material 

culture records that is a particular strength of this program.  
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On the other hand, we feel that the mission statement articulated in the self-evaluation report 

lacked a certain degree of crispness and focus that suggested its formulation was arrived at 

through an ad hoc approach, instead of the more broad-based deliberative process required in the 

formulation of an effective mission statement. In particular, we wondered about the temporal 

emphasis on the first millennium BCE that was touted as a core component of the Department’s 

mission and identity. While this is indeed a major and commendable strength of the study 

program, we did not see this as a central or overriding focus given the nature and distribution of 

the faculty, the curriculum, the students, or the research output of the Department. In the 

following pages, we provide several observations to enhance and improve their stated mission.  

 

CONTENT, STRUCTURE, AND SCOPE OF THE STUDY PROGRAM 

Organizational Structure 

The Department of Archaeology and Ancient Near Eastern Cultures is administratively located 

within the Faculty of Humanities.  The Department, while not formally divided into sub-

departments, is dual in nature with two wings: 1) Archaeology of the Land of Israel, and 2) 

Ancient Near Eastern Cultures. 

  

The Department also has an Institute that promotes research and provides facilities for student 

participatory learning.  The Institute of Archaeology exists alongside the Department as an 

autonomous research unit.  It provides research and administrative help to the faculty and the 

department. The Institute has a large and very impressive study room with teaching collections 

for student use, maintains a specialized library, and supports multiple monograph publication 

series as well as a peer reviewed journal which has recently considerably improved its public 

image. The Institute also serves to integrate the labs of the Department and facilitates various 

scientific research endeavors conducted by many of the Department faculty members.   

  

In 2006, faculty members from the Classics department that self-identified as archaeologists 

were invited to join the Department of Archaeology and Ancient Near Eastern Studies.  These 

colleagues had formally belonged to the Institute. With this move, the membership of the 

Institute was effectively identical to the faculty members in the Department.  Given this, the 
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move was intellectually fairly smooth, but it created some administrative burdens on the 

department that need to be addressed.  Most significant here are space requirements, use of 

teaching facilities, and the increased cost for other expenses mentioned below.    

 

The BA Course of Study 

The Department offers both dual and extended BA degree tracks in either the Archaeology of the 

Land of Israel or in Ancient Near Eastern Cultures. Judging from the information provided to us, 

it appears that BA students receive a comprehensive exposure to the entire sweep of the history 

of Israel, as well as a solid exposure to the archaeology of adjacent regions (the Aegean, Egypt, 

Syria, and Jordan). We were especially impressed by the degree of cross-listing of courses in the 

Archaeology and Near Eastern Cultures curricula, a sign of the attention given to the integration 

of these two key components of the Department. There is no indication, however, that students 

are encouraged to take classes outside of the Department, something that, in recent years, has 

become critical given the broad multi-disciplinary nature of archaeology that cuts across 

disciplines in the humanities, social, natural, and exact sciences.   

 

Both the dual and extended major options of the archaeology track require that students take 8 

academic hours of classes in pottery and flint tool typology. While these highly technical classes 

are essential in the training of professional archaeologists, we wonder whether they are 

appropriate at the undergraduate level, especially for dual majors who are more likely not go on 

to professional careers in the field. These requirements also speak to the larger issue of a general 

lack of distinction between the goals of the undergraduate and the graduate study programs (a 

not uncommon phenomenon seen throughout archaeology programs in Israel). We speak at 

length about this issue in our General Report and suggest that TAU would benefit from drawing 

a greater distinction between an undergraduate study program that provides students with a broad 

based exposure to archaeology and its MA study program that is geared more toward training 

professional archaeologists.  

 

After our site visit we were also provided information about the TAU Dig Certification Program. 

This program was not mentioned in the self-evaluation report and we received some 

contradictory information about it in interviews with students and faculty during our site visit. 
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The TAU dig certification program is offered to students pursuing either an extended or dual BA 

degree in Archaeology. Candidates for the certificate must take an additional five courses (10 

academic hours) and they must participate in four weeks of field work above the regular four 

weeks mandated for BA students in archaeology. They must also take two additional academic 

hours of laboratory training in some area of science-based archaeology; these requirements entail 

additional tuition costs for the students involved. The Dig Certification Program seems to be 

working as well as can be expected at TAU.   An overall lack of consistency between various 

university requirements for the dig certificate, as well as with the specifications of the IAA, is 

noted and discussed in our General Report.  

 

The MA Course of Study 

Students pursuing MA degrees may follow tracks in either Archaeology of the Land of Israel or 

Ancient Near Eastern Cultures, with or without the thesis option. In addition MA students may 

elect to follow what is identified as a “research track” in the Ancient Israel Program or in the 

Archaeological Materials program. 

    

We note that MA students interviewed felt that the MA curriculum was somewhat “thin”, 

especially for students who had completed their BA course of study at TAU. This is a problem 

that cuts across all archaeology MA programs in Israel, born out of the reduction of MA course 

hours mandated by the Faculties of Humanities, and the tendency for student to remain at the 

same institution for both undergraduate and graduate level degrees in archaeology. As noted 

above, deferring the more technical classes in pottery and lithic technology to the MA level may 

help flesh-out the MA program, while also helping to more clearly demarcate the goals of the 

undergraduate and graduate study programs.  

  

The committee also notes that there is a problem for students invested in classical archaeology at 

both the BA and MA level.  The Self-Assessment says that there is an “enforced exclusion” of 

ancient Greek and Latin from the BA and MA programs due to the “compulsory course load of 

the three-year B.A. and additional two-year M.A. program”. We recommend administrative 

changes that allows students to more easily obtain language training.  We offer no specific 

course of action as this should be left up to the Department and Dean, but would suggest that, at 
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very least, language courses for such students be considered an integral part of the archaeological 

curriculum.  Various models around the world exist, such as having a “humanistic” versus 

“scientific” track.  This would allow students to choose between seeking either more intensive 

language instruction or to seek more expertise in science courses.  Such a policy would effective 

parallel the distinction between classical and/or historical archaeology and prehistory.  Several 

faculty members expressed the view that the lack of language studies is a serious problem.  We 

concur, believing that the impediment to language training is a serious issue that must be dealt 

with in order that all fields of the Department expertise remain strong.  

 

Moreover, while we applaud the Department’s innovative MA track in “microarchaeology”, we 

note that there is a noted lack of other life science applications to archaeology. Intermittent 

classes in archaeozoology and archaeobotany are offered as electives, but there is no parallel 

program in these cornerstone archaeological sciences to that offered in archaeomaterials. We 

find this odd given the TAU traditional strengths in physical anthropology and archaeozoology . 

The nascent Museum of Natural History at TAU (that brings together both these expertise along 

with world class collections) would seem an eminently logical partner in developing a strong 

Life Science component to the TAU study program, at both the MA and the BA levels.  

Although our request to meet with representatives of these programs was declined by the 

University, we were assured that there is considerable interest in pursuing this possibility. We 

encourage the Department to develop these promising linkages and to seriously consider adding 

a more robust life science component to their study program.  

 

The Ph.D Program 

The Ph.D is administered differently from the BA and MA in that, although the Ph.D is 

supervised by senior members of the Department, it is regulated and granted through the School 

of Jewish Studies. Placement of the Ph.D program within this School presents several structural 

and logistical problems ranging from extra course requirements, to committee composition, to a 

Hebrew language requirement. These burdensome and, to our minds, potentially irrelevant 

strictures result in significant delays in the review of Ph.D proposals, in the appointment of 

committee members (who may be unqualified to assess Ph.D research in archaeology), as well as 

a reduction in the viability of the Ph.D thesis in the arena of international scholarship. We urge 
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TAU administration to review this situation and work toward a structural repositioning of the 

TAU Ph.D program in archaeology that better serves its students and its strong archaeology 

study program. 

  

FACULTY 

Senior Faculty 

TAU has one of the largest archaeological faculty of any academic Department in Israel. In 

2009/2010 there were 16 positions altogether and an additional one not yet tenured. Of these two 

are Assyriologists who don’t deal with archaeology.  Faculty specializations are divided into the 

following areas with several faculty members holding more than one specialty: Biblical/proto-

Biblical (6) Prehistory (2), Assyriology (2), Classical (2), Egyptology (1), Anatolian (2), Aegean 

(1), and Archaeological Sciences (1).  The self-evaluation reports lists 8 full professors, 2 

Associate Professors, 5 Senior Lecturers, and 1 Lecturer among Senior Faculty. This breakdown 

strikes the Committee as a reasonable mix with a strong complement of younger faculty moving 

up through the ranks. We are also impressed with the entrepreneurial approach the Department 

has taken bringing in new faculty lines through external competitions. 

  

Despite the size of the Department, the Committee believes a case can be made for some 

carefully chosen additional faculty lines.  There is also strong justification for the replacement of 

senior faculty as they retire, though this should only be done within a vision of where the 

department seeks to go in the future.  We do not recommend a simple replacement of faculty by 

their area or expertise; rather, the department, in conjunction with the senior administrators in the 

Faculty of Humanities, should set out a clear strategic plan and then replace positions 

accordingly.  In a department whose goal is to provide a comprehensive overview of the 

archaeology of Israel and adjacent areas, it seems to us that some attention should be given to 

bolstering periods that bracket the Biblical and proto-Biblical periods. There is, in particular, a 

critical need for faculty specializing in later periods (i.e. Byzantine, Islamic, Crusader, and even, 

perhaps, later  periods).  

  

One area where additional appointments can be made, in the committee’s opinion, is in 

archaeological sciences.  The current single faculty member is outstanding, but clearly there is a 
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real need for the introduction of more scientific techniques and approaches in the future of TAU 

Archaeology.  We strongly encourage the department to hire archaeological scientists who have 

both stand-alone programs and who also can integrate their work, and the work of their students, 

in other research programs conducted by TAU faculty.  Finally, archaeological science lines are 

the ones most likely to develop multi-disciplinary and interdepartmental linkages with other 

faculty in the Biological, Geological, Medical and/or Physical sciences on campus. Based upon 

numerous comments by stakeholders in the Department, it is clear that archaeological sciences 

are perceived to be a most critical component of any strategic plan. In fact, we hope that all 

future hires (either new lines or faculty replacements) will seek to combine topical and 

methodological expertise in new hires that move beyond the traditional focus on ceramic or lithic 

specialties (i.e. hiring individuals with secondary skills sets in GIS or isotope analysis for 

example). 

  

Other faculty hires are needed in fields such as Hittitology where TAU boasts the only position 

in this field of expertise in the country. For supervising higher studies at least one additional 

position is needed. We are hopeful that the provisional junior position in this area awarded the 

Department through a Humanities Fund grant will be converted into a senior faculty position. 

The same applies to Egyptology, where at very least a second position is needed to stimulate 

additional activity and to allow cross-cultural comparisons and collaborations. Searching for 

somebody with good experience in Egyptian material culture and if possible with site experience 

in Egyptian archaeology would be an excellent idea, not least since this field is so poorly 

represented in Israeli higher education 

  

One troubling aspect of the senior faculty composition was its striking gender imbalance; there is 

only one female senior faculty member among this very large faculty. This imbalance is all the 

more problematic given the relatively youthful demographic profile of the senior faculty, in 

which more than a third hold positions of senior lecturer or lecturer. While Departments where 

the majority of faculty were hired twenty or even ten years ago might be expected to be 

predominantly male, this is not the case here. From our meetings with students and recent Ph.D 

graduates across Israel, it is clear that women are well represented among the ranks of younger 

archaeologists in Israel (in fact women seem to comprise half or more than half of the cohorts of 
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recent Ph.Ds). Women were certainly well represented among the students we met with at TAU, 

and we can only feel that the poor representation of women among the senior faculty does not 

send a positive message to TAU students (male or female). The lack of women among the senior 

faculty also hints at a somewhat closed and non-consultative approach to hiring at TAU. We urge 

the Department to work to rectify this imbalance in future. 

 

Non-tenure Track Faculty (Adjuncts and Teaching Fellows) 

Numbers of non-tenure track faculty are comparatively small, with just three adjunct faculty (one 

senior research and two teaching fellows) and one doctoral instructor (the provisional junior 

lecturer position in Hittitlology mentioned above) reported for the 2009/2010 academic year.  

Nonetheless, adjunct faculty members perform a very important service for the department. As 

noted above, the TAU study program covers a very broad range of topics from hard science to 

humanities, with four departmental sub-areas covered by only one senior faculty member.  Any 

faculty absence from one of these four sub-areas therefore has a very serious effect on 

curriculum offerings. Furthermore, it places an unfair burden on those faculty members, 

requiring them to effectively be in residence or not have the sub-area taught.  This therefore 

lowers research productivity, disincentivizes grant writing, and lessens the ability of the faculty 

member to mentor graduate students in the field. The committee, thus, concurs with the 

Department in their very reasonable request that they receive additional hours for adjunct support 

from the Faculty of Humanities as way of fleshing out coverage, as well as providing an 

important buffer for senior faculty expected to juggle teaching loads and research expectations. 

  

One complaint, repeated a few times, is that the university can cancel a course scheduled to be 

taught by an adjunct at the last minute.  Again, we recognize the financial problems created by 

very small class size but clearly some kind of procedure needs to be set up to assist adjuncts who 

block out time and prepare for a course that is subsequently canceled.   

  

STUDENTS  

Enrollment and Completion Rates 

As with all other archaeology departments in Israel, Europe and the United States, there has been some 

decline in undergraduate enrollment over the past 5 years (from a total of 172 BA students in 2005/2006 
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to 127 in 2009/2010 (See General Report). This combined figure, however, masks an interesting trend in 

undergraduate enrollment over this period. Since the academic year 2005/2006 the number of students at 

TAU following the dual major track has decreased by half, while the number of students pursuing the 

more rigorous extended major option has increased by 66%. Student enrollment in MA studies has 

increased from 34 to 45 over this period, with the over 90% of these students pursuing the thesis option. 

The number of Ph.D candidates has remained fairly steady at an average of about 12 students, though 

there was an increase to 18 Ph.D candidates in 2009/2010. Overall, these figures strike the Committee as 

healthy.  

  

Drop-out rates in the BA dual-major program have declined, along with the number of students enrolled 

in this track, from over 50% in 2006/2007 to only 11% in 2008/2009. Drop-out rates are substantially 

lower among extended majors and they are also quite low in the MA program. No commentary was 

provided in the self-evaluation report regarding drop-out rates that might account for the decrease in the 

rate of students leaving the dual-major program or the low rates of attrition in the extended BA program 

and the MA program.   

 

The committee notes that only five BA students graduated with honors in 2009 out of a total 32 students.  

In previous years, the number of honors is even lower.  We find this to be very positive.  We commend 

the department for maintaining high standards such that “honors” is restricted to around 15% of the 

total.   We encourage the department to maintain these standards.  This will ensure that the honors 

designation retains its prestige.   

 

Financial Support 

As is true of other programs, there are few avenues for financial support available to MA students in the 

Department, with most the support such students receive coming from faculty research grants. Ph.D 

students fare somewhat better, with students seeking out a variety of funding sources both external and 

internal.  

 

Also as with other universities in Israel, there are few opportunities for graduate students to receive 

financial support through pedagogic opportunities , either as Teaching Assistants or as independent 

instructors. The negative ramifications of this are legion, and are addressed in our general report in some 
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detail.  We urge the Department and the University to increase the number of teaching fellows who can 

teach undergraduate classes, and to work to remove any impediments other forms of financial assistance 

present to obtaining this experience. Not only will this provide a needed avenue of financial support for 

these students, it will also help alleviate pressure on senior faculty and provide TAU advanced graduate 

students with useful teaching experience. 

 

Student Counseling and Satisfaction 

The students that we interviewed seemed generally pleased by the overall quality of the course 

selection provided by the department.  Comments such as “The atmosphere is very good” and 

“students help each other” were common.  However, since the BA students were apparently 

hand-picked to attend this meeting by the Department, we are uncertain if there is a sampling 

bias built into this conclusion. The Department reports in the self-study that they have instituted 

effective means to identify problems in teaching and to address these problems in a fair way that 

meets “all student requests for counseling, concerns, queries, petitions, and complaints”. We 

have no independent way of evaluating this claim, though we saw nothing to suggest from our 

sample population that there was any serious discontent among the BA student body. Some 

concerns, however, were raised about a relative lack of course offerings (especially for classical 

archaeologists), about class scheduling issues, which can lead to overly large seminar sizes, and 

about how students were not really encouraged to take electives outside the department and had 

to ask permission to do so.  Counseling, both for courses and for careers, by contrast was said to 

have improved.  

 

The MA students that we met with (also selected by the Department) raised concerns mentioned 

elsewhere in this report about the thinness and narrow focus of the MA curriculum, and the lack 

of financial support or opportunities for gaining teaching experience. But again, these students 

seemed satisfied with the caliber of the study program and their TAU experience.  We have a 

more representative sample of Ph.D students because there was an invitation to the group by the 

Department to meet with the committee. Echoing concerns raised by MA students, Ph.D students 

interviewed also remarked on the study program’s lack of a broader world view and its failure to 

situate Israel within the broader sweep of global cultural developments. They also commented on 

the limited access to courses in other departments in the University.  Additional course work 
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requirements in non-archaeological disciplines appears to be a particular disadvantage of this 

administrative arrangement. The committee noted that there was, in some occasions, a long lag 

time between submission of a dissertation draft and return of comments, stretching into many 

months. If this is indeed common, the committee strongly feels that there should be some kind of 

policy requiring faculty members to read dissertation drafts in a timely fashion. 

 

RESEARCH 

Senior Faculty Research Productivity 

Senior faculty research foci include a wide range of topics including prehistoric, biblical, and 

classical periods.  Over the reporting period from 2006 to 2010, 16 senior faculty have published 

an impressive record of over 400 peer-review journal articles, book chapters, books, and 

monographs. Productivity of individual faculty is, on average very high by any standard (with a 

mean of some five publications per year per faculty member), with all faculty reporting at least 

two substantive publications per year and many considerably more. Publications include a good 

balance of more descriptive focused works in local journals, lengthy research reports, and more 

synthetic overviews of broader historical periods and culture developmental trends in top tier 

international venues. Productivity is strong across all components of the department, with the 

numbers of publications in classical archaeology and Near Eastern languages and cultures per 

capita particularly impressive – though many of these publications are necessarily of a more 

focused nature. Clearly, this is a high functioning department producing a wealth of varied 

research publication that reach a large audience in both the Israel academy and the international 

community. 

 

Grants 

The self-study does not provide a detailed breakdown of amount of external funding over the 

past five years either collectively or individually. However, the listing of fellowships and grants 

provided for each senior faculty member is impressive and speaks to an aggressive and 

successful approach to securing external research funding from varied sources. Many faculty 

members hold impressively large and prestigious research grants and other support. Many 

faculty members, for instances, have won endowments from the Israel Science Foundation.  

Other foundational granting agencies that have supported the department include the Leakey 
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Foundation, Ancient Israel Project, Kurt Leon Foundation, Irene Levi Sala CARE 

Archaeological Foundation, the National Geographic Foundation, the Wenner-Gren foundation 

for Anthropological Research, European Research Council, Institute for Aegean Prehistory, 

Thyssen Foundation, New Horizons and others.  Non-foundational granting agencies include the 

US Institute for Peace, the Cotsen Institute of Archaeology at UCLA, and a number of private 

donors. The entrepreneurial spirit that has garnered the Department major endowments that carry 

with them new faculty lines and large amounts of research support for students is especially to be 

commended. 

 

Student Research 

As mentioned above senior faculty success in securing external research funding has had a 

beneficial impact on student research opportunities. Over the past 5 years a total of 85 MA 

students and 64 Ph.D students have conducted research under the auspices of the Department, 

either on faculty research projects or their own. Thirty–nine of these students (25 MA students 

and 14 Ph.D students) are reported to have received either internal or external funding for this 

work.  According to the data in the Self-Evaluation Report, about 1/3 (15/48) of the Ph.D 

students received some kind of funding.  This percentage should be raised.  

 

INFRASTRUCTURE 

Laboratories and Administrative Staff 

TAU, under the auspices of the Institute of Archaeology, has generally excellent facilities for 

archaeological research.  These include a restoration lab, a micro-archaeology lab (including the 

largest collection of Near Eastern ceramic thin sections in the world), a photographic studio, 

individual labs for specific research, and extraordinary library facilities.  The facilities are staffed 

with full time staff, part-time staff, and students hired by individual researchers.   

  

The committee thus finds the research infrastructure at TAU to be of high caliber, on par with 

top-tier US and European research universities.  However, we also find that these facilities need 

larger and a more regular source of maintenance funds.  Many of the staff members that run 

these labs are paid for by “soft money” (irregular grant or other non-permanent or regular 

budget-lined sourced funds).  While such a model works for research labs in the physical and 
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biological sciences where grants are an order of magnitude larger, this is not feasible as a long-

term strategy in the scientific archaeology.  We recommend that at least some positions should 

be given permanent budget lines to maintain continuity and quality, while additional positions 

can be added on an ad hoc basis through soft money.     

  

The committee also finds that it would be useful if staff positions in the various labs were not 

only regularized but better woven into undergraduate and beginning graduate student research 

through some regularized budget line.  These kinds of funding sources are always difficult for 

administrators to find.  One possible policy that would provide funding continuity while 

maintaining incentives to get extramural grants would be to return a portion of the indirect grant 

fees into a departmental fund.  Another low cost means to enhance research by inviting more 

TAU faculty from other departments to join the Institute.  The Department could create different 

categories of Institute membership depending upon the degree to which non-archaeology wish to 

participate in the life of the Department.  Inviting faculty members or other researchers in the 

archaeological sciences could be particularly productive.  

 

Departmental Culture 

Finally, it is important to comment on an impression of a lack of candor that some of us 

perceived in both the Self-Evaluation report and during our site-visit at TAU. The report written 

by the department was lengthy and generally thorough, but, as noted, it often lacked important 

information that would have assisted us in our review. Most striking was the lack of any self-

reflection expected to occasionally occur in such a document.  Furthermore, a marked lack of 

self-criticism and diversity of viewpoints was also evident in our meetings with many 

Department members.  During our site-visit, a majority of us gained the impression of a tightly 

scripted set of meetings that did not encourage frank discussion or discordant points of view. 

             

While one can admire the self-confidence expressed in such attitudes, such an attitude runs the risk of 

preventing the members of the Department from understanding some real issues that now confront, or 

will confront them, in the future. The significant gender imbalance in the composition of the senior 

faculty, the apparent non-consultative nature in formulating a Departmental vision and the tendency 

toward reifying itself rather than looking toward future trends are troubling problems that detract from 
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the achievements of this impressive Department. If the Department is serious about maintaining and 

increasing its stature in the archaeological world alongside its global peers, it should undertake some 

serious self-reflection and adopt a more broadly consultative and inclusive approach to charting a future 

that is more open to constructive critique and change.  

 

Signed by: 

      

___________________    _________________ 

Prof. Charles Stanish    Prof. Susan Alcock 

Committee Chair 

     

____________________    ____________________ 

Prof. Ofer Bar-Yosef    Prof. Manfred Bietak  

 

       

___________________    ____________________ 

     Prof. Amihai Mazar    Dr. Melinda A. Zeder 
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Appendix 1- Copy of Letter of Appointment 
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Appendix 2- Site Visit Schedule 
Archeology Studies  

Tel Aviv University 
February 23-24, 2011 
Schedule of Site Visit 

Wednesday February 23.02.11 
10:00-10:30 Opening session with 

the heads of the 
institution and the 
senior staff member 
appointed to deal with 
quality assessment 

 Prof. Aron Shai, Rector   
Prof. Dina K. Prialnik, Vice 
Rector 
Prof. David Horn, Head of 
Quality Assessment at TAU 

10:30-11:00 Meeting with the 
heads of the  
Faculty of Humanities 

 Prof. Eyal Zisser, Dean of the 
Faculty of Humanities  
 Prof. Yuval Goren, Vice 
Dean, 
 Ms. Nira Shirman, 
Administrative Director 

11:00-11:45 Meeting with the 
heads of the 
Department of 
Archaeology and 
Ancient Near Eastern 
Cultures 

 Dr. Oren Tal, Chair of the 
Dept 

11:45-12:45 Meeting with Senior 
Academic Faculty* + 
representatives of 
relevant departmental 
committees* 

Please list 
representatives of all 
the main committees 
 

Prof. Shlomo Bunimovitz -  
Prof. Israel Finkelstein - 
Prof. Moshe Fischer -  
 Prof. Avi Gopher -  
 Prof. Yuval Goren -  
 Prof. Oded Lipschits -  
 Dr. Deborah Sweeney -  
 

12:45-13:00 Meeting with Junior 
academic faculty* 

 Dr. Amir Gilan 

13:00-13:45 Lunch (closed working 
meeting in the same 
room) 

 Prof. Yuval Goren 
Prof. Israel Finkelstein Prof. 
Oded Lipschits  
Dr. Oren Tal 

13:45-14:45 Tour of campus  
(Including classes, 
studios, library, offices 
of faculty members, 
computer labs etc.) 
 
 

 Tour to be led by Prof. Yuval 
Goren, Prof. Oded Lipschits 
& Dr. Oren Tal 
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Thursday, February 24, 2011:  
 

Time  Subject Participants 

09:15-10:00 Meeting with adjunct 
lecturers* 
 

Mr. Haim Gitler 
Dr. Lidar Sapir-Hen Dr. Rachel 
Shalomi-Hen 

10:00-10:45 Meeting with B.A. students  

10:45-11:30 Meeting with M.A. students 
 

 

11:30-12:15 Meeting with PhD students  

12:15-13:00 Meeting with Alumni  

13:00-14:05 Lunch (closed working 
meeting) 

 

14:05-14:45 Summation meeting with 
heads of the institution and of 
the faculty and dept. of 
Archeology 

Prof. Dina K. Prialnik, Vice Rector 
Prof. David Horn, Head of Quality 
Assessment at TAU 
Prof. Yuval Goren, Vice Dean 
Ms. Nira Shirman, Administrative 
Director 
Dr. Oren Tal, Chair of the Dept 
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