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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 Jewish History, Ben-Gurion 
University of the Negev 

 

The committee's visit to the Department of Jewish History took place on October 
30, 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 
Humanities and Social Sciences and the Department of Jewish 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 Jewish History, Ben-Gurion University of 
the Negev 
 

1.  Teaching Staff 

The Department of Jewish History has two tracks within it.  One focuses on Jewish 
history from Biblical times to the present.  The other focuses on State of Israel 
Studies, and is taught by the faculty of the Ben-Gurion Research Center in Sde 
Boker.  This structure is unusual, and precludes our simply summing the number of 
people on the staff of the Sde Boker Institute and the staff of the Department of 
Jewish History to produce a total of the department’s faculty.  The Israel Studies 
track is separate from that in Jewish History; the faculty of the Israel Studies track 
is based in Sde Boker rather than in Beer-Sheva, though there is some overlap in 
teaching, which occurs for both tracks in Beer-Sheva.  The Ben Gurion Research 
Center has its own funding, and makes its own initial appointments, with no input 
from the Jewish History department.  Promotions occur within the usual University 
committees, but the initial choice of colleagues is one made outside of the Jewish 
history department.  Consequently, when we consider the Jewish History 
department apart from the Institute in Sde Boker, it is clear that it is a small 
department. 

Fragmentation of historical teaching is also the outcome of other secessions.  The 
most important was the divide with the General Historians, producing two separate 
departments, with no overarching School of History to maximize their several 
resources.   

There are 14 historians in the Department of Jewish History, and 15 scholars and 
one part-time faculty in the State of Israel Studies program, which provides only a 
B.A. degree.  All but 2 are tenured in the Jewish history department; all but 5 are 
tenured in the State of Israel program.  The Jewish History department’s program 
extends to the M.A. and PhD degrees.  There are some retirements in the near 
future which will affect teaching in both tracks.     

The budget for both Jewish History and the Israel Studies tracks is provided by the 
Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences. The funds are transferred to the 
Department of Jewish History, which controls the entire budget for both tracks of 
the department, but the head of the department of Jewish history is elected only 
by the members of the Jewish History track.  

The Jewish History track has a good mixture of “ranks”, including two lecturers, 
while Israel Studies track has 5 full-time lecturers and 1 part-time lecturer, 
excellent archives and library. The head of the department and the secretarial staff 
administer the work generated by the Israel Studies track, but the Jewish history 
department does not have a say over the curriculum in the Israel Studies track.   

This structure is inefficient and bound to cause friction and lack of coordination.  
Those who teach in the Israel Studies track must be full members of the 
Department of Jewish history, and act as other members do, to serve the good of 
the collective.  Otherwise, the Department is in an impossible position: 
administering a track within the department without having the power to influence 
it or determine its future. 
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2. Study program 

There is no committee that reviews the syllabi. There are overlapping courses in 
spite of the fact that the selection of courses is very limited. The reading 
requirements in introductory courses are very modest. There is a bibliography in 
every course, but students do not invest in reading, and knowledge of bibliography 
is not always tested in the examinations. The level of knowledge of English is very 
low – texts in English are not part of the required reading in first-year courses. It is 
difficult to acquire the knowledge of a second foreign language in the conditions 
existing in the department. In the Israel Studies track (not under the control of the 
Jewish History track) there are no courses regarding the minorities in Israel.  Thus 
the State of Israel track is restricted to the study of Jews in Israel rather than 
Israeli society and culture tout court. 

There is a need to regroup M.A. and Ph.D. students in a common methodological 
seminar and discussion group. 
 

3. Students 

The department stopped accepting students from the Achva and Sapir colleges 
because of their very low level of academic achievement. The student body is 
heterogeneous, there are also students coming from the center of the country. 
Students appreciate the help the staff and faculty gives them, especially in 
graduate courses, but have critical things to say about the inadequacy of library 
provision.   

The drop-out rate is high, but the department gathered no data in order to learn 
the causes of this phenomenon.  There has been no attempt to keep in touch with 
alumni, or to track their progress. 
 

4. Library and infrastructure 

The Library is not satisfactory and does not permit serious research work, either 
for the staff or for the students. Research, graduate work and even undergraduate 
learning are dependent on interlibrary loan, which is expensive.  

The library of the Sde Boker Institute specializes in topics relating to Israeli society, 
and in this area it is very good, but it serves only a small group of specialized staff 
and students and geographically it is not easy for students in Beer-Sheva to use it 
systematically.  
 

5. Self-evaluation process  

Generally speaking, the self-evaluation process was unsatisfactory in the case of 
the Department of Jewish History.  Responses were incomplete or inadequate.  
The authors of the report did not sufficiently involve the department in its writing, 
and did not sufficiently involve junior teaching staff in its elaboration.  
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Chapter 4 - Recommendations for the department 

It is recommended that the department to: 

1. Establish a teaching committee, which would be responsible for teaching quality 
control. 

A. Its remit will be to ensure that there is no overlapping of course 
offerings, that teachers change topics of classes every few years. 
The committee will check the syllabi of all department teachers 
and approve them. The committee will receive the teachers' 
reports at the end of each semester. 

B. The members of the teaching committee will visit the classes of 
young scholars on the regular basis, and no less than twice a 
semester, and will report to the chair. They will review the 
students' teaching evaluations and take any necessary steps with 
regard to teachers who are in need of improvement. In case of 
repeatedly poor performance, the teacher will take a remedial 
course in teaching. This applies to senior teachers as well. 

 

2. Make efforts to enable students to benefit from historical works in English from 
the onset of their studies, and at the same time, 

3. Develop special courses (or workshops) that will improve Hebrew and English 
language skills. 

4. Coordinate the courses more efficiently in order to avoid overlapping and 
repetitions in the same courses every few years. 

5. Enrich and vary the choice of courses for the students by encouraging 
colleagues to teach the fundamental elements of the program, even when 
some of these classes fall outside of their expert research knowledge.   

6. Build common methodological seminars and forums for graduate students in 
order to enhance collaboration between them and to strengthen intellectual 
interchanges (between themselves and other graduate students from the 
departments of General History and Middle East Studies); 

7. Strengthen ties with its alumni; 

8. Examine the causes for the drop-out of the students 

9. Give more weight to junior teaching staff in the decision-making and every day 
life of the department. 
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Chapter 5 - Recommendations for the university  

1. The University has to act in order to address the structural problems in the dual 
character of the department, encompassing both a Jewish History track and an 
Israel Studies track. This can be attained by placing all historians who are in 
the Israel studies track under the aegis of a School of History.  Those who 
teach non-historical topics within this program can and ought to be members of 
the relevant departments, but it is crucial that the Department of Jewish history 
controls what is taught in both study tracks it administers.   

2. Placing all those who teach in the Department of Jewish history in both of its 
tracks in a School of History would also enable it to benefit from the presence 
in the university of historians employed in other departments.  At a time of 
economic pressure on university budgets, rationalization is essential.  No 
university facing the realities of funding today can afford to keep anomalous 
structures intact, structures which place increased cooperation and efficiency 
out of reach. 

3. The University has to increase urgently the funds allocated to the library for 
books and electronic databases. 

4. The University has to give more weight to the quality of teaching in the 
promotion of staff members. 

 

Implementation of the recommendations 

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

 

SIGNED BY: 

  

           
 


