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Chapter 1- Background 
At its meeting on March 8th, 2005 the Council for Higher Education (hereinafter: 
the CHE) decided to evaluate study programs in the fields of General and Jewish 
History during the academic year 2005-2006.  
 

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: 
 

• Professor Anita Shapira - Jewish History Department, Tel-Aviv University, 
Committee Chairman 

• Professor Jehuda Reinharz - President of Brandeis University, USA1 
• Professor Peter Schaefer - Department of Religion, Princeton University, USA 
• Professor Jay Winter - History Department, Yale University, USA 
• Professor Myriam Yardeni - Department of General History, University of 

Haifa 
 

During the on-site visits, there was a need to recruit two additional committee 
members2: 

• Prof. Yosef Kaplan – Department of the History of Jewish People, the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem3 

• Prof. Emmanuel Sivan – Department of History, the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem4 

 

Within the framework of its activity, the committee was requested to5: 
1. Examine the self-evaluation reports, which were submitted by institutions 

that provide study programs in General and Jewish History, and to hold on-
site visits at those institutions. 

2. Present the CHE with final reports for the evaluated academic units and 
study programs - a separate report for each institution, including the 
committee's findings and recommendations, together with the response of 
the institutions to the reports.  

3. To submit to the CHE a report regarding its opinion as to the examined field 
of study within the Israeli system of higher education. The committee will 
submit a separate report to the CHE in this matter. 

 

The first stage of the quality assessment process consisted of self-evaluation by 
the institutions. This process was conducted in accordance with the CHE’s 
Guidelines for Self-Evaluation (of October 2005) and on the basis of the Specific 
Questions for the Fields of General and Jewish History which were compiled by the 
committee. 

                                                 
1 Prof. Reinharz took part in the early phases of the committee's work, but due to illness was unable 
to join the committee for the site visits and participate in writing of the reports 
2Two committee members from abroad were unable to serve due to illness; we are grateful to 
Professors Kaplan and Sivan for standing in at short notice.  
3 Prof. Kaplan participated only in the evaluation of the Department of Jewish History at Tel Aviv 
University 
4 Prof. Sivan participated only in the evaluation of the Department of History at Tel Aviv University. 
5The Document with Terms of Reference of the committee is attached as Appendix 1 
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Chapter 2 -Committee Procedures 
 
The Committee held its first meeting on March 5, 2006, during which it discussed 
fundamental issues concerning General and Jewish History study programs in 
Israel and the quality assessment activity. 
 
During the months of July and August 2006 the committee members received the 
self-evaluation reports and in September 2006 they began to hold discussions 
regarding these reports. 
 
In October and November 2006 the committee members conducted a full-day visit 
to each of the eleven departments (in six universities). During the visits, the 
committee met with the academic leadership of the institution and that of the 
academic units under evaluation, representatives of committees, academic staff 
members, teaching assistants and students. 
 
In accordance with the committee's request, the institution publicized in advance 
the fact of the committee's visit and it invited academic staff members, 
administrative staff and students to meet with the committee in order to sound out 
their opinions concerning the General and Jewish History study programs offered 
at the University. 
 

This report deals with the Department of General History, Bar-Ilan 
University 
 

The committee's visit to the Department of General History took place on 
November 19, 2006. The schedule of the visit, including the list of participants 
representing the institution, is attached as Appendix 2. 

 

The committee members thank the management of the University, the Faculty of 
Jewish Studies and the Department of General History for their self-evaluation 
report and for their hospitality towards the committee during its visit to the 
institution. 
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Chapter 3 - The Department of General History, Bar-Ilan University 

1.  Teaching Staff 
 
The department of General History has suffered a reduction in personnel and in 
range of teaching responsibilities due to the secession of Middle Eastern historians. 
This split has produced something of an identity crisis, since the department 
teaches almost exclusively European history.  The department would like to extend 
its reach towards American history and the history of ideas, though the very small 
size of the department militates against such initiatives.  
 
Even without new commitments, the staffing level of the department of general 
history is below the minimum necessary to ensure the survival of the department, 
as a group of European historians teaching a program covering the entire range of 
periods from ancient to modern times. 
 
There are seven professors in the department, but given their commitments to 
other programs, the total of full-time teaching equivalents in the department of 
general history is 4 ¼. 
  
There are three senior external teachers, and eight junior external teachers.  In 
addition there are four retired professors who engage in departmental teaching.  
 
However these numbers are combined, there is no way the permanent staff can 
offer sufficient hours to cover the curriculum.  The solution of using external or 
retired teachers is really a stop-gap.  It is simply not an answer to the question as 
to whether the department has adequate staffing to continue its work.  Our 
judgment is no.   
 
There are different views as to how many tenured teachers constitute a critical 
mass for a department of history.  One view is that if four periods are offered – 
ancient, medieval, early modern, and modern, at least 12 permanent members of 
staff are required, to allow for retirements, sabbatical leaves and administrative 
appointments at higher levels of the university.  Another view is that 14 is the 
critical number.  It is abundantly clear that Bar Ilan University’s history department 
is well short of this minimum. 
 
We will note below our recommendations concerning ways to ensure the survival 
of the department.  Let it be noted immediately that closure of the department is 
not our view.  Reorganization and reorientation towards teaching on a more 
general university basis is the best way forward, matched by the provision of new 
posts in the department of general history, whose presence in the University needs 
to be defended and improved.   
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2.  Students 
 
From 2002-5 there has been a substantial drop in the number of students 
graduating from the department.  In 2004, there were 55 first-year students 
studying general history; in 2005 and 2006, the number dropped to 29 and 22.  
The same steep decline appears in students finishing the course: from 18 to 9 to 2 
to 0 between 2002 and 2005. 
 
On average there are 2 or 3 students per year working for the M.A. degree.  
Numbers fluctuate, and hence precise figures are probably misleading.  The 
situation is clear though: this is a modest program. There are about 10 students 
per year between 2002-5 working on their doctorates; a total of 22 are on the 
books.  Most work in American studies or in modern European history.    
 
3.  Library and infrastructure 
 
The overall state of the library is poor.  Holdings are scattered; computer stations 
are very few and in heavy demand.  The acquisition budget is extremely limited.  
The library buildings are run down; the chairs are run down; the coordination of 
services is chaotic.  This was the only time in all our visits to Israeli universities 
that no one came to guide us through the facilities.  That very lack of coordination 
hinted at much more severe material shortcomings in the capital invested in the 
work of the two history departments in the university. 
 
The state of the library of general history is the worst we saw in our visits to all 
Israeli universities.  The building and furniture are straight out of the 1950s.  Many 
high schools have equal or better facilities. The hours of opening are very short, 
and students complained about them.  Those who work in the mornings can hardly 
get to the university in time to arrive before an early afternoon closing hour.   
 
The library facilities are simply inadequate. Students cannot fulfill the requirements 
of a program, the library resources for which are so drastically under-funded. 
Furthermore, students are not given the requisite training to use digitized 
resources available in the library. Taken together, the library is not at the minimal 
level required to service an undergraduate program in history, let alone post-
graduate studies. 
 
In addition, the central library has no facilities for access by the handicapped.  In 
addition, the wooden structures in the stacks, on the ceilings and the surrounding 
supports are very likely in violation of rudimentary health and safety regulations.  
This situation deserves immediate attention. 
 
There are too few rooms for the academic staff.  This means that most work away 
from the department, thereby diminishing student access to the teaching staff.     
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4.  Study program and course offerings 
 
The staff clearly is dedicated to its work, and struggles to offer a full range of 
courses to the department’s students at both the undergraduate and graduate 
levels.  Numbers – both of the internal teaching staff and students choosing to 
study general history – dominate the work of the department.  Given the 
constraints under which they operate, the staff does a good job with very little 
resources at hand.   
 
Chapter 4  - Recommendations for the department 
 
1. The teaching program needs to make greater use of the offerings of the 

Department of Jewish history and of courses in history in other faculties.  There 
are too many frontal lectures, especially in the M.A. program, but also in the 
B.A. program.  There seems to be virtually no systematic cooperation with the 
department of Jewish History.  Cross-listing as between the two departments is 
not the practice; we recommend that such cross-listing is essential for such a 
small department.  So are courses jointly taught with members of other 
departments. 

  
2. The position of junior teaching staff vis-à-vis senior teaching staff needs 

adjustment.  Junior teachers are not fully integrated into the forums that decide 
policy and the future trajectory of the department.  Integration and mentoring 
go hand in hand. 

 
3. On the widely-shared assumption that the teaching and the writing of history 

are inseparable, there is a clear need to require undergraduates in the 
department to take a course in writing skills using historical materials. 

 
4. There is a need to require students at the M.A. level to take a course in 

methodology and research skills, to allow students to become acquainted with 
Social Science methodology.  In addition, a course on historiography would be 
helpful at both the B.A. and M.A. levels. 

 
5. The Department should establish a teaching committee, comprised of two 

senior and one junior faculty member.  This committee would be in charge of 
teaching quality control.   

A. Their remit is to ensure that there is no overlapping between 
courses, that teachers change the topics of classes and themes 
addressed in them every few years. They will check the syllabi and 
approve them.  To this end, staff will be encouraged to provide 
syllabi which define the course in ways which enable students to 
attach particular readings to particular meetings or weeks of 
discussion.  Some colleagues, especially younger ones, do this 
already. 

B. The members of the teaching committee will visit classes of younger 
and external scholars on a regular basis, and no less than twice a 
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semester, and will report to the Chair on their findings.  They will 
review the students’ teaching evaluations, and take the necessary 
steps with regard to teachers whose evaluations are not adequate. In 
case of repeatedly poor performance, the teacher will be strongly 
advised to take a remedial course in teaching. This applies to senior 
teachers as well.  

 
6. The chair of the department should initiate every year a discussion in the 

department regarding the curriculum, with the aim of fostering a culture in 
which teaching is a collective responsibility of the department as a whole.  This 
discussion would enable the department to update the program taking into 
account trends in other countries and new developments in inter-active and 
web-based learning. 

 
7. There is a need for the department to establish a forum for doctoral students, 

to help them fight the isolation imbedded in their work, and to give them an 
opportunity to present their work in progress to a sympathetic collective, which 
may include visiting speakers, students from other departments or universities. 
 

8. We strongly advise against permitting external teachers to supervise PhD 
students’ dissertations.  This is not a wise path for either the student or the 
department.  
 

9. Students have complained about delays in the approval of their programs of 
study and other documents by departmental and university committees.  The 
same concerns were expressed about the work of appointments and promotion 
committees.  In the latter case, there are financial obstacles at work, about 
which we comment below.  But there ought to be a rule of thumb that all 
graduate requests or submission be acted upon within roughly three months.  
Where this is not possible, students should be notified as to the likely period of 
review.   

 
Chapter 5 - Recommendations for the University 
 
1. University authorities must upgrade library facilities so that handicapped people 

can use the stacks.  In addition, a review of safety standards in a library in 
which wooden frames abound is urgent.  The rooms and offices of the 
Department of General History are rundown, and in need of serious 
refurbishment.  The departmental library is in disastrous shape.  It needs a 
major overhaul, and opening hours need to be extended so that students can 
use it in the afternoons. 

 
2. The practice of funding promotions from within the bloc grant to departments is 

entirely deleterious.  It is wrong on principle, since promotions are based on 
academic criteria; it is devastating to the morale of junior staff members; it is 
unethical, in presenting departmental heads with an impossible choice as to 
how to distribute the meager resources available to them.  This practice must 
be changed as soon as possible. 
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3. Given the strength in personnel of the Jewish history department, and the 

weakness in personnel of the General History department, the University should 
give thought to the creation of a School of History which would be the place to 
rationalize the teaching of history throughout the university.  Bringing the 
departments of Middle Eastern History, Land of Israel Studies, General history 
and Jewish history together in this informal, federative, way, would ensure 
continued independence of departments and maximize the usefulness to the 
university as a whole of all the historians on the staff. 

 
4. The University should give thought to the possibility that all history 

departments and area studies departments with historical outlooks form a core 
curriculum, required for all students.  This form of service would help redefine 
the work of these departments in positive and creative ways, and provide a 
service to the university population as a whole. 

 
5. Administrative obstacles in higher university circles apparently foreclose the 

possibility of joint teaching between members of the two history departments in 
the same faculty or in different faculties.  It is important that this practice be 
liberalized. 

 
6. On balance, we find the attitude of the university authorities to the Humanities 

in general and to the study of history in particular to be unsatisfactory.  There 
is little sense of the significance of a symbiotic relationship between Jewish 
history and general history, and on the need for Bar Ilan University to support 
the teaching of general history precisely to provide a broader picture of the 
world than is available when the study of Jewish history dwarfs that of general 
history.  The balance between the two departments, and cooperative activity 
between them, are presently at a poor level.  Serious attention is required to 
ensure the health and survival of both departments.  We believe the members 
of the department of general history would respond very favorably to such an 
initiative. 

 
7. The department of general history invested considerable time and effort in the 

evaluation exercise.  The problem remains, though, that they feel out of step 
with higher university circles.  It is clear that without major assistance from 
higher authorities, the department of general history will remain hovering on 
the edge of extinction.  There are simply too few people appointed to full-time 
posts in the department to ensure its survival and its future robust 
development. 

 
Implementation of the recommendations 

The committee recommends that the institution will submit a progress report to 
the CHE within two years. 
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