






To the Committee for the Evaluation of Mathematics Study-Programs 

 

As the Chairman of the Mathematics Institute at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 

let me thank you in the name of the Institute for the time and effort you put into your 

visit and your report. Since you have visited us we were overjoyed to learn that Elon 

Lindenstrauss was awarded the Fields Medal. Your report did confirm the high 

quality of our department, but this high honor is a source of even more pride for us 

all. Let me personally add that I feel that the award reflects, in addition to the 

appreciation of the personal excellence of Elon, also the appreciation of the 

Mathematical Community to the School of Ergodic Theory at our Institute, developed 

for the last 30 years and more by Hillel Furstenberg and Benjy Weiss.  

 

Going to the report itself, we mostly agree with it.  

 

1. The Landau Institute, mentioned in the background section, is reaching the 

end of its mandate this December after more than twenty years of extremely 

successful activity. Its budget, while not very big, allowed us a certain amount 

of back-up and stability, and its absence will certainly be felt in spite of the 

many research grants we have. This is because these grants, while extremely 

useful, are a growing administrative burden on our members. This is 

especially true of the very important ERC European grants. Our members are 

still struggling to strike the right balance between putting the large amounts of 

time necessary to get and administer these grants, whose regulations were 

clearly intended for non-mathematicians, and doing the research itself. In that 

respect the Landau Center, with the low Administrative burden and the 

multidisciplinary flexibility, was very suitable for our purposes. 

2. The hiring situation, discussed in the Faculty section, is still very problematic. 

In particular hiring for the next year leaves extremely tight deadlines, 

especially when compared with Institutions abroad, while hiring a year and a 

half ahead has become all but impossible due to the way the hiring process is 

structured. We run the risk of losing top level candidates just for not being 

able to make offers at the right moment.  

3. The pressure of the Junior Faculty Labor Union, for their interest, on the 

University had the side effect of our getting the teaching budget allocation 



ahead of the semester. This was very good from our perspective.  However, 

the budget for the second semester was not known when the school year 

started, even though teaching must be planned for the whole year. 

4. We completely agree with the Committee appraisal of our situation with 

respect to Applied Mathematics. This year we are considering a joint 

appointment with Computer Science of an applied mathematician, we will see 

how it works. 

5. Regarding Teaching, our BSc program has always experienced high dropout 

rates. This was – and is – intentional. We have long been aware that the 

screening methods through the Matriculation Exams and the so-called 

Psychometric Tests are poor predictors of success at our department. Hence 

we let more students register and we sort them when they are in, mostly during 

the first semester. 

There is no denying the level of students is declining. The preparation level at 

the schools has declined, and the army does not help. What we do, rather than 

lower the level, is to sort the students more gradually, over the whole first year 

rather than mostly over the first semester. The extra time – so we hope – will 

allow a few more of them to adjust. 

6. Our office space leaves indeed much to be desired. The Mathematics building 

is a officially a building that must be conserved, so it cannot be remodeled too 

radically. It is partly because of that that our third floor is not too successful. 

We have been promised (more than ten years ago) offices in the adjacent Ross 

building, but the matter does not look promising. It has been our policy to put 

two retired Faculty members in one office to gain space. However we are very 

fortunate that many of them are fully active – they obtain research contracts, 

teach courses and seminars, help in administration, advise students, direct 

students' research, all without pay. It is impossible to deprive such people of 

their much needed office. In addition, the professional inter-departmental 

collaboration (expressed in joint seminars and guests) is such, that office space 

in a far-away building is deemed undesirable by our members. At this time a 

satisfactory solution is not in sight. 

 

Concerning the committee's specific recommendations,  



1) We completely agree on the usefulness of creating/reinforcing our 

Applied Mathematics opportunities. This however must be done 

without compromising on quality 

 

(Let me stress that striving for excellence is NOT an elitist sentiment but an 

absolute must. The enormous rise in the output of University Graduates from 

India and China, and the completely international – and transportable – nature of 

Mathematics, Science, Computer Science, and the related technologies, make it 

economically impossible to survive in the international competition without 

excellence, coupled with specialization in subjects in which one is strong. Nor is 

this a personal opinion – it is the official policy of the OECD, declared time and 

again1.) 

 

2) The review of the curriculum at our Institute is done as an on-going 

process. It does seem worth while to follow the committee's recommendation 

to look at it systematically on a regular basis.  

(At this point, only a small number of obligatory courses have a completely 

fixed syllabus. Courses that are not obligatory are left to the discretion of the 

lecturer. For example, our fourth (and last) Calculus series course, a formal 

course in multivariable Real Analysis, which is not obligatory, sometimes has 

a strong Differential Geometry flavor, and sometime a Function-Theory 

emphasis, depending on the lecturer.) 

 

3) We completely agree about the need for coordination between lecturers and 

assistants.  

(The current framework: In the larger courses there are weekly meeting of the 

teaching group, lecturers and assistants. In the smaller, one session courses, it 

is left to the lecturer and assistants to coordinate their work.) 

 

                                                 
1  See for instance the presentation of Andreas Schleicher, head of the PISA tests for the OECD, from 

13.5.2009 at   
h.heb_Mazagot_MaagareiYeda/MaagareyYeda/Rama/Units/EducationCMS/il.gov.education.cms://http

tm   
especially the slides 22-25 and the comments to them (visible when the slides are viewed as files)  



4)  It is true that some of the exam questions require only to reprove some 

main theorems proved in the course (say the Cauchy formula in Complex 

Variables). It helps the weaker students to pass, but to really succeed a student 

must tackle also the more original questions. We do try to strike a balance 

between original problems and review of theory. The choice is usually left 

with the lecturer. 

 

4) We fully agree that midterms are worth the effort, especially with the 

limited amount of homework grading we can offer. 

 

5) We are all for discussing our long term hiring goals with the University. We 

have an old summary of hiring policy established with the University which is 

currently not implemented. 

 

6) Our Faculty did help us to some extent to get more graders this year, but 

matters are still very far from satisfactory. 

 

7) Having information about budget for a full year is necessary for all of us. 

 

8) The library is a very painful issue. At the moment we have Journals cut. 

Our Members have been already putting their books at the library for the 

benefit of the others. Now to keep receiving some Journals we have to pay for 

them from Institute funds, which is very problematic. 

 

We now pass to comments on the general part of the report.  

 

The general part of the report suggests cooperation between the Israeli 

Universities on the Graduate courses. This is somewhat problematic here since 

students are older than in Europe or the US and they work, making the time of 

transport a serious problem. The Committee's suggestion is very adequate for 

Research Seminars – these are indeed often attended by students (and Faculty) 

from other universities, that at the level of research seminars this is very much 

the case. Here are some examples:  

 



- Kazhdan's Sundays of 3-4 two hour seminars on varying topics (people 

from various universities participate);  

- The national rotating Seminar on Group Actions (Action Now), in which 

we participate; 

- The Amitsur Algebra Seminar (Rowen of Bar-Ilan and Elhadef of 

Technion being frequent visitors),  

- The Ergodic Theory seminar (with several people from Tel-Aviv 

University),  

- The PDE seminar (Pinchover and Vollansky from Haifa come every 

Thursday),  

-  Farjoun's Caesarea Algebraic Topology workshop (4 intensive days once 

a year).  

- The seminars at the Center for Rationality. 

 

Recently we started to encourage our graduate students more and more to form 

special-purpose study groups among themselves. 

 

 

 

Some courses are taught in English: firstly, courses given by visitors. Next, in 

seminars, and in some advanced courses, it is the custom to switch to English 

if someone in the audience does not understand Hebrew. As for teaching in 

English as a principle, we feel that this should be decided at the University 

level. 

 

We do not have an official Search Committee, but rather a Sorting Committee 

that sorts out the better candidates among the applications received. These 

applications often arrive at the instigation of our members, and the junior 

members do contribute their share. In addition we conduct informal 

discussions on candidates in which all our members have an equal vote, and 

all members can present or suggest candidates. The vote is not official but is 

taken very seriously by the Sorting Committee. 

 



On behalf of the Institute of Mathematics allow me to thank you again for all 

your work, 

 

Ron Livne 

 


