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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, University of 
Haifa. 

 

The committee's visit to the Department of Jewish History took place on November 
26, 2006. 

 

In order to avoid the appearance of conflict of interests, Ms. Myriam Yardeni, 
Professor Emeritus in the Department of General History, did not participate in the 
evaluation process of the institution.  

 

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 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 – Department of Jewish History, the University of Haifa 

 
Staff 
 
The department has 16.75 tenure-track positions, divided among 3 full professors, 
6 associate professors, 2 senior lecturers, and 7 lecturers (4 of whom are under 
consideration for promotion). The study program relies heavily on 22 external 
teachers. The faculty is not young, but seems well divided according to age and 
rank. 
 
Study Program 
 
The Undergraduate Program 
Last year there were 88 B.A. students and 300 M.A. students. There are 32 Ph.D 
students. There is an imbalance between B.A. and M.A. programs. In the self-
evaluation report submitted by the department, 8 pages were devoted to 
undergraduate studies and 75 to graduate studies.  
The undergraduate program is being neglected. The program has not been  
revised in the five last years. Students are required to take two classes in each 
historical era (8 in all), 5 targilim – one in each era, and a fifth – according to 
choice, two seminars, and a preparatory course in Talmud. This is a very old-
fashioned program, not structured, and with too many frontal lectures. The choice 
offered the students is very poor: last year, in the first semester, the program 
offered only 3 seminars, two in the modern era and one in antiquity. During the 
second semester there were 5 seminars on offer. The teaching of medieval history 
is almost non-existent. There are no courses in language proficiency. The students 
complained about the absence of courses in writing skills, especially historical 
writing, historical methodology, and acquaintance with different approaches to 
history. Some also voiced dissatisfaction with the didactic capabilities of some 
teachers.  
 
The neglect of the undergraduate program is striking.  It seems that there has 
been no effort to revitalize the teaching program through cooperation in teaching 
with colleagues in Land of Israel studies or general history. The department’s self 
evaluation report does indicate that students are allowed to take two courses from 
other departments, but these options are not reflected in the overall program.  
 
The only sign of a spirit of renewal is in the attempt to create a special program for 
students in the department who are "graduates" of youth movements in the north 
of the country. The Committee was not provided with detailed and authoritative 
information about this program. It is not clear whether it is part of M.A. or B.A. 
studies. 
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The Graduate Programs 
The department offers 9 special tracks of M.A. studies which can be completed 
without a thesis. Among them are: The Modern Era, the Bible and its world, the 
Second Temple Period and Rabbinic literature, citizenship and civics, Israeli culture 
and Jewish law. The Chair claimed that the two last programs will probably be 
closed, due to lack of demand. However, the Committee did not receive an answer 
to the question as to how such tracks within the M.A. program passed through the 
university’s academic control system and how they got approved in the first place. 
 
The program of studying for the M.A. without a mandatory thesis is regarded as 
the pride of the department. The department claims that it has been a pioneer in 
following the lead of the Shenhar and Kremnitzer Committees on the teaching of 
Jewish studies and civics in high schools. The department undertook to prepare 
the needed teachers for these tasks and to raise the level of the high schools in 
the northern part of Israel. While the Committee does not doubt the good 
intentions of the initiators of the program, and their cultural and social mission, it 
is distressed by the fact that in the process, the department has reduced and is 
conscious of having reduced academic standards. 
 
The programs are geared mostly to teachers, who return to study after at times 
prolonged periods of absence from the academy. Some of them wish indeed to 
broaden their education, others wish to get a salary raise following  their 
successful completion of the M.A. course without a thesis. Until lately, the 
programs also hosted groups of civil servants with even less inclination to 
academic studies.  
 
Students in this non-thesis track towards the M.A. degree squeeze in all their M.A. 
studies within one day during two years of studies. They study, ten hours a day 
starting at 8 in the morning and ending at 8 at night. This kind of study is hardly 
effective. The choice offered to the students in these programs is minimal. As a 
result, the students become a cohort, which comes to classes as an organized 
group. The presence of these cohorts in the same class with the "regular" M.A. 
students is detrimental to the fulfillment of the needs of “regular” students.  
Moreover: among the students in professional groups are students whose B.A. was 
not in history. The teacher has to devote a number of hours to give an 
introduction, in order to bring the class to a common point. The "regular" students 
see this as a waste of time. The number of students in class in an M.A. seminar 
ranges between 15 and 60.  In the latter case, the teaching quality is rather 
dubious, especially in the face of the diversity of the student population.  A 60-
person seminar is hardly a seminar in any accepted meaning of the term. 
 
The Department of Jewish history is comprised of two components: Jewish history 
and Rabbinic literature. While the Committee strongly supports connections 
between departments and the broadening of horizons by teaching diverse courses, 
the Committee is under the impression that Rabbinic literature is not being taught 
as a historical discipline, but is based on text-based methodologies with a different 
critical approach, in literary studies, philosophy or religion. In the undergraduate 



 7

program it is of little consequence. But in the graduate and Ph.D studies this 
tendency is of importance, since the teaching of critical skills is the essence of 
graduate training. In addition, and inevitably given the number of M.A. students 
working for the degree without a thesis, the number of external teachers is much 
too high.  Evenness of teaching for such a large number of M.A. students is 
unlikely under these circumstances. 
 
The Committee recommends: 
  
Teaching- B.A. 
 
1.  The program needs immediate improvement.   At present the undergraduate 
course of studies is beneath the accepted standards in Israel. 
2.  Courses in writing skills, and in historical writing should be added. 
3.  The required reading in many, if not all, courses should include items in 
English. 
4.  A course in research methods, that would expose students to diverse methods 
in historical research and to Social Science methodology, should be added to the 
program. 
 
Teaching – M.A. 
1.  A class should not exceed 25 students. 
2.  A student should not be allowed to attend courses for more than 8 hours a day. 
3.  The "regular" students should be concentrated in separate classes. 
4.  It is the mission of the university to encourage graduate studies requiring the 
preparation of a thesis, focused on research. In order to achieve this goal it should 
open special courses for graduate students in cooperation with other departments 
of history and under the umbrella of the School of History. 
5.  The university must monitor the M.A. program not requiring a thesis, and close 
any tracks within this program which do not meet academic standards.  One such 
case may be the M.A. stream in Israeli culture. 
6.  The number of external teachers should be reduced. Most of the teachers in 
M.A. programs should be regular faculty members. 
 
Teaching – general 
 

1. Teachers in this department submit each semester detailed syllabi, including a 
calendar of meetings, the themes addressed in them, and an attached list of 
required or suggested readings for each lesson/theme. In addition, the 
Committee recommends that at the end of the semester teachers will submit a 
short report on each of their courses: what the course achieved, a profile of 
grades, and how it might be improved.   

 
2. The Department will establish a teaching committee, comprised of three senior 

faculty members, which would be responsible for teaching quality control.  Its 
remit will be to ensure that there is no overlapping of course offerings, that 
teachers change topics of classes every few years. They will check the syllabi of 
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all department teachers and approve them; they will receive the teachers' reports 
at the end of each semester. 

 
3. The members of the teaching committee will visit classes of young scholars on a 

regular basis, and no less than twice a semester, and will report to the Chair, as 
is present practice. 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. 

 
4. The chair of the department will 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. 

 
Young scholars: 
 
The Committee recommends that there be created a system of support within the 
department for those who come to university teaching for the first time. 
It is also important to consider the possibility that Ph.D students would be 
employed as teachers (of targilim), so they get some experience as teachers. 
The department encourages young scholars through special grants, to help with 
their research expenses. 
 
The School of History 
 
The school serves as an umbrella for all history departments and encourages 
cooperation between and among them. It initiated a seminar for doctoral students 
from all departments, a thematic teaching program on "War and Peace", which 
combines teaching in a variety of eras and disciplines. 
 
The school was established years ago, but so far has not made its mark on the 
different departments’ central teaching activities. The actual cooperation that goes 
on under the aegis of the School of History is limited. The atmosphere in the 
departments is not favorable to inter-departmental or inter-Faculty cooperation. 
The History School needs the support of the university vis-à-vis the departments.  
There is a need to change the local mentality in this regard, and this can and 
should be done by the authorities at the university level. 
 
The activity of the School of History is so far limited to graduate studies. It should 
be broadened to encompass undergraduate studies as well.  The school should 
foster cross-listing of courses in the offerings of all relevant departments, in order 
to allow students from this department to be exposed to General History and also 
to other courses in Humanities and Social Science. 
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The seminar for doctoral students needs rethinking. One possibility is to invite 
guest lecturers, who will address methodological matters, much in need in the 
program.  
 
Students 
 
On the whole, students are well taken care of. They especially praised the 
exceptionally good attitude of the administration towards them. However they 
complained about the lack of choice, the lack of methodological courses, and about 
overcrowding and lack of choice in M.A. courses. 
 
Library 
 
The library in Haifa University is probably the most updated and offering the best 
service in the country. Located in one building, it serves all the university 
departments and maximizes the use of space and manpower. The acquisition of 
books and journals is adequate and answers the needs of teaching and research. 
The university authorities should be praised for preserving the budget for 
acquisitions. The services the library provides for students and scholars are on a 
very high level. There is use of computer services, access to library collections 
from home, access to data bases, visual data bases, audio and video archives. The 
university supplies special services to disabled students. 
 
Infrastructure 
 
The infrastructure is good. Senior faculty members have a room and a computer at 
his/her disposal. The university supplies every young scholar on a tenure track 
position with a room and a computer. External teachers have a common room. 
The departmental general offices are pleasant, well furnished, and roomy enough 
to accommodate students. 
 
 
Quality Self-Evaluation 
 
The department was involved in the process. A number of teams were assigned to 
the various areas of inquiry. The faculty has been cooperative, and also saw the 
benefit of having such a process, despite early misgivings. The process was done 
sincerely and openly. Despite many unnecessary repetitions, the report points out 
the strengths and weaknesses of the department. The department was open to the 
criticism and suggestions of our Committee, in particular with reference to the M.A. 
program without thesis, a course of studies which raises unique problems not 
encountered elsewhere in Israeli university departments of history or Jewish 
history.    
 
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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