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 21/12/2011 

Council for Higher Education 
Committee for the Evaluation of Archaeology Study Programs 
 
Response of the Department of Archaeology and Ancient Near Eastern Cultures at Tel Aviv 
University to the International Committee's Evaluation Report  
 
Dear Committee Members, 
 
After reading carefully and thoroughly the evaluation report on the Jacob M. Alkow Department 
of Archaeology and Ancient Near Eastern Cultures of the Faculty of Humanities, Tel Aviv 
University, we found it objective, supportive and satisfying, and we are delighted by "this generally 
excellent assessment" (p. 4). 
 
Our response to the committee’s recommendations is provided below, citing each recommendation 
separately. We would like to stress, however, that many of the committee’s recommendations, 
whilst welcome and useful, will require additional funding and/or structural change at higher 
levels in order for it to be possible for us to implement them. 
 
Still, one concern of the committee, that the department fails to adequately represent minority 
opinions in the department policy-making apparatus, should be clarified. ALL decisions made in 
the department are based on the opinion of the majority. We respect minority opinions and in 
many cases make them known outside the department. We do believe, however, in equal say in 
decision-making and thus put our trust in the opinions of the majority. 
 
1. It is critical that the Department, in consultation with appropriate Administrative units in the 

University, [will] 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.  

 
After completing our self-evaluation report we came to this decision of our own accord: the 
department's Teaching Committee, which is headed by the chairperson and has representatives 
from its different domains, will address twice a year issues of strategic planning, future growth and 
intellectual direction within the framework of its regular monthly meeting. It will also present its 
recommendations during the yearly meeting of the department senior faculty and open it for 
discussion. That said, any faculty member is welcome to initiate departmental discussions 
independently or via the chairperson on strategic planning or any other department-related subject 
for that matter. 
 
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.  

 
This recommendation contradicts the goals of our current curriculum. We are of the opinion that 
technical course requirements at BA level not only contribute to the students' knowledge but also 
to the experience of their studying: without a certain amount of technical knowledge they will not 
be able to participate adequately in excavations, since most of them find employment in the Israel 
Antiquities Authority (which also has requirements of its own). BA students who are interested in 
increasing their archaeological literacy, yet do not want to pursue careers in the field, are 
encouraged to take the collection of archaeological courses given in the frame of the 
Multidisciplinary Program in the Humanities. MA level studies are more oriented to research and 
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thus confined to advanced seminars on different subjects, some of which are technical-oriented and 
provide a more in-depth knowledge of technical practice. 
 
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. An 
effort to place the archaeology of Israel and adjacent regions in a broader global context of 
culture change would further strengthen the program. 

 
This recommendation is important and welcome. We hope to add mandatory courses of 
archaeological/anthropological theory orientation to the BA curriculum by reducing the number of 
elective courses (monographs). The current faculty is encouraged to teach more theory-orientated 
courses. However, a certain amount of historical framework is most important in certain domains 
(biblical and classical archaeology as well as Ancient Near Eastern cultures). Balancing correctly 
between these two needs is our main goal.  
 
4. We recommend administrative change that allows students to more easily obtain language training 
 
Requirements of modern foreign languages training are administered by the Faculty of 
Humanities. ANE languages are taught by faculty of the department and are given on a yearly 
basis. Their hours are credited in full both in dual-major and extended-major studies. Ancient 
Greek and Latin are also given on a yearly basis, taught by faculty of the Department of Classics. 
Their hours are partially (50%) credited in dual-major and extended-major studies, as they do not 
form a mandatory part of BA studies in our department. In cases where a student has successfully 
completed a course in Greek or Latin yet lacks the number of elective courses towards his degree, 
the chairperson is entitled to credit the hours of this course in full.  
 
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. 

 
This recommendation is very important and welcome. We are delighted to inform the committee 
that during the current academic year (2011-12), we managed to obtain a junior, doctoral-
instructor position for a geo-archaeologist, which is now filled by Dr. Erez Ben-Yosef, who will be 
appointed lecturer in a tenure-track position in the next academic year (2012-13), in order to 
complement the strong existing archaeomaterials program. Linkages with other science-based 
departments (e.g. Materials Engineering, Geo-Physics and Geography and Human Environment) 
are already integrated and we hope to improve these linkages in the near future. 
 
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. 

 
We would welcome such an arrangement, but it should be clarified that all Ph.D. programs in the 
Humanities are administered by schools. If such an arrangement ever becomes feasible, the relative 
share of Ph.D. scholarships currently administered by the School of Jewish Studies will have to be 
transferred and administered by the department. 
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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). 

 
We welcome this recommendation. However, balancing positions across the entire chronological 
sweep would require more positions in the department and the current situation points at the 
preservation of our 16 senior faculty positions at best. Our goal is to fill these positions in 
accordance with the needs of our department in particular and Israeli archaeology in general. We 
have a clear strategic plan of hiring near future senior faculty in fields that are badly represented in 
the department. Positions in geo-archaeology and archaeo-metallurgy, medieval archaeology, 
Assyriology and classical archaeology must be filled soon upon nearing retirements. Profits from 
the newly established international MA program "The Archaeology and History of the Land of the 
Bible" will be dedicated to junior faculty hiring, financing courses in periods that precede the 
biblical era, ANE cultures, archaeo-zoology, numismatics, as well as methodological applications 
such as GIS, archaeobiology, isotope studies and other desired fields. 
 
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. 

 
We are delighted to inform the committee that during the current academic year (2011-12), we 
managed to restore the tenure-track position of a lecturer for Hittitology, which is now filled by 
Dr. Amir Gilan, who for the last two years was hired in a junior position (doctoral-instructor). 
Egyptology is currently taught by both senior and junior faculty; we hope to guarantee that the 
number of teaching hours for Egyptology will not be affected once finance from Yad HaNadiv 
comes to an end. We would be delighted to hire more faculty (junior and senior) in these fields if 
more money/positions were made available. 
 
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 PhDs 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. 

 
The department will keep in mind the importance of gender balance in future hires and it is 
progressing in the right direction in recent hires of junior staff. Although there are always many 
excellent female archaeologists in Israel with PhDs, this does not always necessarily apply in the 
other fields in the department, where sometimes when posts open the best and most suitable 
person is female and sometimes the best and most suitable person is male. For Ancient Near 
Eastern cultures and geo-archaeology, we have chosen the best people currently available. 
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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.  

 
The above requires extra funding at Ministry of Education / university level, namely money for 
more adjunct faculty (including visiting lecturers). In this respect we hope that the Ministry of 
Education / university will reevaluate the way in which archaeology departments are funded, so as 
to bring us to parity with the natural sciences, because of the expense of excavations, surveys, field 
trips and laboratory work. Allowing doctoral students to teach is an excellent idea, but our PhD 
candidates are normally awarded scholarships whose requirements forbid academic activity other 
than doctoral research. Moreover, preparing courses is time-consuming at the beginning and may 
well slow down a student’s research. This may mean lengthening the time spent as a doctoral 
student. It should also be possible to extend the length of time that such a student may be 
supported by grants, since the current payment for doctoral students teaching courses does not 
cover their living expenses. 
 
11. More effective counseling of BA students on issues of course selection and scheduling. Course 

counseling should extend to relevant courses in other departments. 
 
This recommendation is also important and welcome. In fact, we implemented it of our own accord 
during the current academic year (2011-12), and offered personal consultation to all BA students 
before the year began. We also hope to abolish the limit of courses students may take at other 
universities (currently restricted to only 4 hours). 
 
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. 

 
We are striving to implement this recommendation and we are discussing possibilities with the 
head of the Institute of Archaeology and the university general director and president. 
 
Yours sincerely, 

    
Prof. Oren Tal, Ph.D. 
 
Chairperson, The J.M. Alkow Department of Archaeology &  
Ancient Near Eastern Cultures / 
Institute of Archaeology 
 


