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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 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, Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem. 

 

The committee's visit to the Department of History took place on November 1, 
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 the Department of Jewish History for their self-evaluation report 
and for their hospitality towards the committee during its visit to the institution. 

 



 5

Chapter 3 -The Department of Jewish History, Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem 

1. Teaching Staff 
 
The department has 14 full professors, 1 associate professor, and 2 senior lecturers; 
in addition, there are 3 lecturers in tenure track positions. This turns the department 
into the second largest department of Jewish History in the country (after Bar Ilan). 
It is of approximately the same size as its sister department of General History at 
the Hebrew University. The academic record of most of its members in teaching and 
research is outstanding (whether or not it is the leading department of Jewish 
History in the world, as it praises itself). However, the department lacks a healthy 
age distribution among its faculty: the average age of the tenured staff is about 60; 
if the decline in newly hired faculty continues, the department will be reduced to 
half its present size in a decade. 
 
Due to its still comparably rich human resources, the department manages to 
sustain a relatively broad program in its four sub-divisions of the Biblical, Second 
Temple, Medieval, and Modern periods. Moreover, the department’s faculty 
maintains, not only in its research but also in its teaching, a rather high degree of 
specialization. 
 
2. Students 
 
First-year student numbers for the years 2000-2005 are relatively stable (50-61-62-
67-44-52), but the total reveals a constant and worrisome decline from 297 in 2000 
to 174 in 2005. The drop-out rate seems to be slowing down: 50 (2000) – 41 (third 
year); 61 (2001) – 46 (third year); 62 (2002) – 48 (third year); 67 (2003) – 53 
(third year). 
 
The same is true for M.A. students: stable first-year numbers (24-30-24-23-24-27) 
but declining totals (although primarily during the last two years) from 87 to 74 in 
both 2004 and 2005.  
 
Ph.D. student numbers are robust and high (total 45-45-47-46-45-54). 
 
The department maintains ties with its graduates, although no mechanism has been 
established for career planning and support. 
 
3. Physical Infrastructure 
 
The department’s infrastructure is satisfactory. Each tenured faculty member has his 
or her own office; some retired faculty members share a room.  
 
Classroom facilities are abundant, even not used to full capacity. A sufficient number 
of classrooms are equipped with computers, internet connection, and multimedia 
appliances. The classrooms are well maintained, although the lack of air-conditioned 
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classrooms (only 10 out of 88 classrooms are air-conditioned) remains a major 
problem during the summer. 
 
The library facilities suffer from the split between the National Library on the Givat 
Ram campus and the Bloomfield Library for the Humanities and Social Sciences on 
the Mt. Scopus campus. There is no systematic coordination between both libraries 
with regard to the purchasing process. The Library Authority at the Hebrew 
University which serves as the umbrella for all the university’s libraries (except for 
the National Library) spends about 60% of its budget on electronic databases and e-
journals; the remaining 40% are insufficient to sustain a nearly adequate research 
library for students and teachers. Unfortunately, the situation will become much 
worse when the National Library achieves its desired independence (although 
presumably less so for Jewish History than for General History). 
 
4. Evaluation Process 
 
The department was fully involved in the evaluation process, and the faculty was 
very cooperative during our proceedings. The department’s report and the faculty’s 
response to the committee’s questions were highly constructive (in stark contrast to 
the General History Department). Some of the faculty members even expressed 
their readiness to merge the two departments of Jewish and of General History, 
though we do not state an opinion on this matter.  Functional cooperation matters 
more at present than structural changes of this kind which would be difficult to 
implement.  
 
Chapter 4 - Recommendations for the department 
 
1. The department maintains a very detailed and carefully structured curriculum, 

with equal weight given to the four sub-divisions of Biblical, Second Temple, 
Mishna and Talmud, Medieval, and Modern Jewish History. It takes great care 
that the respective fields are being taught by the specialists and not usurped by 
outsiders. Moreover, the department tries to cooperate as much as possible not 
only with the department of General History (joint seminars), but also with the 
departments of Archaeology, Classics, and Comparative Religion. The 
department is encouraged to keep to this course and to strengthen cooperation 
with other departments. Rare cases in which members of other departments 
teach courses in Jewish History without appropriate qualification need to be 
addressed by the Chairs of the Jewish History and General History Departments 
(and should not be left to the Dean to be taken care of).  

 
2. Although the coordination of the syllabi in the department has been improved 

over the last years, there is still place for further improvement. At present, the 
heads of the sub-divisions coordinate the syllabi of their unit, but no mechanism 
has been set up to coordinate all the syllabi within the department. We 
recommend that this task be undertaken by a new and independent teaching 
committee in which three senior members of the department and not the chair 
would serve.  This would shield the chair from peer pressure.  This teaching 
committee’s remit would be:  



 7

 
• to check the syllabi of all the department’s faculty members (including 

the senior faculty) and to approve them: all syllabi will define the 
respective course in ways which enable the students to attach 
particular readings to particular meetings/weeks of discussion. 

• to ensure that there is no overlapping between courses (within and 
outside the department) and that teachers change the topics of their 
courses every few years. 

• to avoid occasional lacunae in the curricula of the sub-divisions. 
• to visit classes of younger and external scholars on a regular basis and 

to report to the Chair on their findings.  
• to review the students’ teaching evaluations of all faculty members 

(including senior faculty) and to recommend to the Chair the necessary 
steps to be taken with regard to teachers whose evaluations are 
inadequate. 

 
In order to foster a culture in which teaching is a collective responsibility of the 
department as a whole, the Chair should initiate, once a year, a discussion in the 
department regarding the curriculum of the department as a whole, not just of 
the sub-divisions. This discussion would enable the department to check its 
teaching foci and priorities and to update its curriculum, taking into account 
trends in other countries and new developments in inter-active and web-based 
learning. 
 

3. The department is particularly wanting in the supervision of the department’s 
junior staff: several junior members complained that not only their syllabi were 
never checked; they also did not receive any instruction regarding their teaching. 
Only in very few cases did senior members of the department attend their 
lectures and offer constructive criticism.  

 
4. The general atmosphere in the department appears to be very positive, among 

faculty as well as among students. The students of the advanced degrees in 
particular pointed out that the professors in their department proved to be 
extremely approachable and helpful. Although a committee has been set up that 
coordinates the supervision of doctoral students, there is room for improvement. 
The allocation of M.A. and Ph.D. theses should be centralized and not left only to 
the specialists in the field. The graduate students should be given a forum at 
which they can present publicly, in front of a wide variety of faculty members 
and of other students, the emerging results of their research.  
 
In addition, in order to improve the “corporate identity” of the department’s 
members, it would be useful if the Chair or a committee organized departmental 
colloquia on a regular basis which would serve as an ongoing forum of exchange 
among all of the department’s members. Such colloquia should also include 
visiting speakers and students from other departments or universities. 
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5. The department should be more open to supporting and guiding its students in 
practical matters regarding applications for scholarships and grants as well as for 
positions after they received their Ph.D.  

 
6. The department, in conjunction with the administration, should find the means 

that will allow the students (especially the graduate students) to learn languages 
without paying additional fees. 

 
7. The department should offer courses in spoken languages (English, French, and 

German) as part of the curriculum for graduate students. 
 
8. The students need courses devoted to academic writing (Hebrew and English). 
 
9. The department should put more emphasis on the question of grade distribution 

and grade inflation. The average B.A. and M.A. grades are much too high. 
 
Chapter 5 - Recommendations for the university 
 
1. The Hebrew University presents a quite unique mix regarding the structure of its 

schools, institutes, and departments. The General History Department is part of 
the Institute of Arts and Letters, whereas the Jewish History Department belongs 
to the Mandel Institute of Jewish Studies. In addition, there exists the Institute 
of Contemporary Jewry as yet another unit that prides itself as a multidisciplinary 
institution. And finally, there is a School of History hovering above these units 
with, at present, little power to influence their curricula.  

 
2. The committee acknowledges the attempts of cooperation between General 

History, Jewish History, and Contemporary Jewry. The committee proposes a 
model that retains the present distinction between the two departments of 
General History and Jewish History but that strengthens the role of the School of 
History in the university. 

 
More concretely, the committee suggests that the School of History be 
established as a kind of “federation” that combines under its umbrella all the 
departments in the university that teach some aspects of history (not only the 
two departments under discussion but also, e.g., Near Eastern Languages and 
Civilizations, History of Art, and other histories). Accordingly, the School of 
History should be granted much more significant status within the university. The 
Head of the School should be a full professor and a member of the faculty 
appointments and promotion committee. The School of History should not only 
coordinate the courses taught in the framework of the School but should also 
have power over the topics and syllabi of such courses. The creation of a core 
curriculum, required for all students in all the relevant departments (including 
area studies with historical orientation), should be considered. 

 
The Committee understands the financial considerations that make it necessary 
to keep the Institute of Contemporary Jewry apart from Jewish history. However, 
while the Institute can continue its function as a research institute, its teaching 
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function should be transferred to the School of History, or even united with the 
Jewish History department, as a way to satisfy the demand of students for 
classes in Holocaust history and Israeli history. 

 
3. The committee recommends that the university authorities insist on a better 

coordination between the National Library and the Mt. Scopus Library. The Mt. 
Scopus Library budget for books and journals in General History needs to be 
increased considerably. 

 
Implementation of the recommendations 

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

 
 

SIGNED BY 
  

   
            

            
 


