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UChapter 1: General Background 
 
At its meeting on July 25, 2010, the Council for Higher Education (CHE) decided to 
evaluate study programmes in the field of Hebrew Language during the academic 
year 2011 – 2012.  
 
Following the decision of the CHE, the Minister of Education, who serves ex officio 
as Chairperson of the CHE, appointed a Committee consisting of: 
 

• Prof. Geoffrey Khan, Faculty of Asian and Middle Eastern Studies, University 
of Cambridge, England–Chair 

• Prof. Shmuel Bolozky, Department of Judaic and Near Eastern Studies, 
University of Massachusetts Amherst , USA 

• Prof. Jan Joosten, Faculty of Protestant Theology, University of Strasbourg, 
France 

• Prof. Aharon Maman, The Department of Hebrew and Jewish Languages, 
Hebrew University, Israel 

• Prof. Judith Olszowy-Schlanger , Department of Historical and philological 
sciences, Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, Sorbonne, France  

 
Ms. Alisa Elon - Coordinator of the Committee on behalf of the CHE. 
 
Within the framework of its activity, the Committee was requested to submit the following 
documents to CHE: 

1. A final report on each of the evaluated departments,   
2. A general report on the state of the discipline in the Israeli higher education 

system, including recommendations to the CHE for standards and potential 
state-wide changes in the evaluated field of study. 

 
The Committee’s letter of appointment is attached as Appendix 1.   
 
The entire process was conducted in accordance with the CHE’s Guidelines for Self-
Evaluation (of October 2010). 
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UChapter 2-Committee Procedures 
 
The Committee held its first meetings on April 15, 2012, during which it discussed 
fundamental issues concerning higher education in Israel, the quality assessment 
activity, as well as Hebrew Language Study programmes. 
 
In April 2012, the Committee held its first round of visits with site visits to the 
Hebrew University, Tel Aviv University and the University of Haifa. 
The second round of visits was carried out in June 2012 with site visits to Bar-Ilan 
University and Ben-Gurion University. 
 
This report deals with the evaluation of Hebrew language studies at the 
Department of Hebrew Language at Ben-Gurion University of the Negev. 
 
In preparation of this report, the committee met with administrators, senior and junior 
faculty, and students at the bachelors, masters and doctoral levels. The analysis given 
below reflects the results of those meetings coupled with the information provided by 
Ben-Gurion University in its self-evaluation report.  
 
The Committee's visit to Ben-Gurion University took place on June 13-14, 2012. The 
Committee thanks the management of Ben-Gurion University and the Department of 
Hebrew Language for their self-evaluation report and for their hospitality towards the 
Committee during its visit at the institution. 
 
The schedule of the visit is attached as Appendix 2. 
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UChapter 3: Evaluation of Hebrew language studies at the Department of Hebrew 
Language at  Ben-Gurion University 
* This Report relates to the situation current at the time of the visit to the institution, 
and does not take account of any subsequent changes. The Report records the 
conclusions reached by the Evaluation Committee based on the documentation 
provided by the institution, information gained through interviews, discussion and 
observation as well as other information available to the Committee. 
 
 
Background 
Ben-Gurion University was established in the 1960s and formally accredited by the 
Council of Higher Education in 1973. 
According to the institution's self-evaluation report, the number of students enrolled at 
the Beer-Sheva Campuses in 2010/2011 was 20,402 including: 13,819 undergraduate 
students, 5,114 MA students, 1,352 Ph.D. students and 117 Post–Doc Fellows.  

The Department of Hebrew Language was originally established in 1965 as 
the Department of Hebrew Language and Literature. It became an independent 
department of Hebrew Language in 1992. 
According to the university's self-evaluation report, the number of students in the 
department during the academic year 2010 was as follows: 72 B.A. students, 36 M.A. 
students and 5 Ph.D. students. 
 
 
Goals and mission of the study programme 
The stated mission of the Department of Hebrew language is to promote teaching and 
research of Hebrew at all levels. In conformity with the general mission of the 
University, the department also considers that one of the goals of its learning and 
research is to help develop the Negev. This relates to the diverse population of the 
region and, in particular, the Bedouin inhabitants. The department clearly plays a vital 
role in providing a university education in the Hebrew language for students of 
Bedouin background. This will train them to provide high quality Hebrew teaching in 
Bedouin schools and, in general, equip them to find a profession within Israeli 
society. In fact the study programme advances more than the study and research of 
Hebrew. The department provides teaching in Arabic and ancient North-West Semitic 
languages, the main purpose of which is to contextualize Hebrew within the Semitic 
languages.  
 
Administrative Organizational Structure. Content, Structure and Scope of the 
programme 
The Department of Hebrew Language at Ben-Gurion University is housed at the 
Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences. There are related areas in other 
departments within the university: Ancient Semitic languages, such as Akkadian and 
Ugaritic, are taught in the Department of Bible, Archaeology, and the Ancient Near 
East, even though the staff members providing the teaching in this area are housed in 
the Department of Hebrew Language. Some Jewish languages, such as Judezmo and 
Yiddish, are housed in the Department of Hebrew Literature. On the other hand, while 
there is a Division of Arabic Language and Culture in the Department of Middle 
Eastern Studies, its courses are not grammar-orientated, which necessitates the 
offering of Arabic courses of this nature by the department to its own students. 
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Knowledge of Arabic is a necessary condition for any advanced study of Hebrew, and 
familiarity with Arabic grammar is essential for understanding Hebrew grammar. 

Other courses and research areas relevant to the study of Hebrew are found in 
the Department of Foreign Literatures and Linguistics. There are some contacts 
between the two departments, mostly in overlapping areas of interest such as 
discourse analysis and pragmatics. 

The two main areas of strength in the Department are the Ancient period and 
Modern Hebrew (mostly in Discourse analysis and pragmatics). The Evaluation 
Committee is of the opinion that incorporating the Department in a broader structure 
will not benefit it. Any such merger would affect its uniqueness, its international 
reputation as a centre of research excellence, and its attractiveness to students drawn 
to it by its reputation. The committee would like to stress in particular the extremely 
high reputation this department has on the international scene. Outside of Israel there 
are no departments that have a specific focus on Hebrew language and Semitic 
languages, rather these subjects are represented by isolated members of staff who are 
located within broader units. There is, therefore, no concentration of excellence 
outside of Israel as is found in the department in Ben-Gurion University and other 
Israeli universities. A merger may also dilute the quality of its teaching (by combining 
different student clienteles) and research (larger units will be reluctant to invest in 
very specialized areas). The department would, nevertheless, benefit from further 
attempts to collaborate with other departments and the Evaluation Committee 
recommends this.  

The Evaluation Committee is of the opinion that the Department would benefit 
from a name change that would constitute a truer reflection of the areas it covers and 
recommends, therefore, that its name to be changed to ‘Department of Hebrew and 
Semitic Languages’. This is because staff members of this department teach and 
research not only Hebrew but also Arabic and ancient Semitic languages. It would 
strengthen the external image of the department, indicating its true breadth. The 
ongoing project of recording and describing the Bedouin dialects of the Negev, for 
example, would fit well within this new nomenclature. 

The curriculum is well-structured and appropriate. In the initial phase, it covers 
phonetics and phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics, and introduces the 
historical dimension in each category. The department also requires at least four hours 
of Aramaic and eight hours of Arabic. Having established student competence in all 
linguistic areas, the department applies it in textual courses on Biblical Texts and 
Modern Hebrew Texts, and then in a course on the History of the Hebrew Language. 

At the more advanced levels, the Department offers elective courses, seminars, 
and MA courses in diverse philological, linguistic, and interdisciplinary fields such as 
biblical and comparative Semitic philology, lexicology, pragmatics, discourse 
analysis, narrativity, sociolinguistics, psycholinguistics, first and second language 
acquisition, bilingualism, argumentation, orality and literacy, political and journalistic 
discourse, languages in contact, Jewish languages, language and culture, language and 
ideology, language and gender. 

In 2008 the department opened a new Masters specialization in text-editing, 
combining advanced linguistic and interdisciplinary courses with practical editing 
workshops for different text types, primarily scientific, literary, journalistic, and 
translated texts. From the beginning it has been very popular, attracting many BA 
graduates as well as others whose BA was in different fields. This initiative has 
already reversed the decline in enrolments that had begun prior to its introduction. 
The department is now considering the development of a programme of Arabic 
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language editing. In view of the success of the Negev Bedouin Dialect Project, which 
highlights the Department’s commitment to promoting research into Negev Arabic, it 
is also considering developing studies of periphery language dialectology in Israel. 
These are the main initiatives that the Department has been taking in response to 
current needs and challenges.  

Updating the programme and its curriculum are the responsibility of the 
Departmental Council (consisting of senior staff members) and the various 
departmental committees (appointments, BA teaching, MA teaching, PhD teaching), 
under the supervision of the Head of Department. This systems functions effectively. 
 
Teaching and Learning Outcomes 
The teaching methods adopted in the programme are sound and effective. Students are 
introduced to a wide range of subjects in the field. The core of the lessons consists of 
guided readings in a selection of texts, followed by philological and linguistic 
analyses. Computer and website recordings of spoken languages are used instead in 
advanced seminars. As for the BA programme, though the self-evaluation report has 
stated that the department expects its graduates ‘to have accumulated a thorough 
knowledge of the Hebrew language from its earliest documented stages throughout its 
history’, it appeared to the Committee that there was now a lack of available courses 
on medieval Hebrew, although this was taught more extensively in the past. The 
Evaluation Committee recommends that the department continue to provide coverage 
of medieval period in the BA courses, even though the main foci of the teaching 
programme are in Modern and Ancient Hebrew.  

The quality of teaching appears to be generally very high. Teachers use Power-
Point presentations and have adopted the ‘High-Learn’ IT system, run by the 
university’s computing service. Classrooms are equipped with the projection system 
necessary for such methods of teaching.  

The data shown to the Evaluation Committee in the self-evaluation report 
indicated that the students generally make good progress, demonstrating that the 
teaching programme prepares them well for the targeted learning outcomes. A 
particular challenge for the department is the poor competence in Hebrew of Arabic 
native speakers from the Negev when they join the programme. The department 
provides tutorial classes for those students to help them catch up with the rest of the 
cohort. Recently a concentrated pre-academic three-week programme (mexina) for 
Hebrew, English, and basic academic skills for new students has been run, and a 
concentrated pre-exam tutorial (marathon) in all the basic courses (including Aramaic 
and Phonology) is being planned. The Evaluation Committee commends these 
measures. 

The learning outcomes of taught courses are assessed by weekly exercises, mid-
term tests, seminar presentations, and a final written assignment or examination. 
Ph.D. students are administered by the Kreitman Graduate School, the candidacy 
examination, the dissertation proposal, and the dissertation being evaluated by 
independent committees, nominated by this School. In the period under review three 
PhD students in the department received the prestigious Kreitman scholarship. 

The oral assessment of PhD proposals seems to be unique to the BGU PhD 
programme. The research proposal is examined by a committee nominated by the 
Kreitman Graduate School, including an external examiner from another university. 
In the assessment, the committee poses questions to the candidate and offers feedback 
and constructive criticism.  
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As regards assessment and improvement of the quality of teaching, the self-
evaluation report describes in detail the activities of BGU’s ‘Centre for Excellence in 
Teaching’. These activities are meant to ensure high quality teaching, accurate 
evaluation of students’ learning; and efficient response to any problem related to 
students’ learning. Recently two members of the department received Outstanding 
Lecturer awards in the period under review. 

Each semester, teaching quality surveys are conducted by the University  and 
their results are made available to the teachers and to the Head of Department. 
Whenever necessary, staff members are asked to attend teaching workshops. A new 
programme of personal coaching, consisting of 20 sessions in the presence of an 
external professional moderator, has been developed for senior academic staff who 
need to improve their teaching. Each new teacher or assistant is observed in class by a 
senior member of the department. A university mentoring programme is in operation 
in order to ease the absorption of new staff members. 

The Evaluation Committee commends these arrangements and procedures. 
 
Students 
While the condition of entrance into the BA is determined by the head of department 
in consultation with the Departmental Council, the actual admission process is 
handled by the central administration of BGU. The condition is currently a minimum 
psychometric score of 450 (weighted in some cases by the matriculation grades 
[sekhem]). This is relatively low and results in the intake a larger number of students. 
Such an admissions policy comes at the expense of the quality of first year recruits. 
This, however, is justified by the University policy of offering high level education to 
as large a proportion of the population as possible. Given this low admissions level, 
the department has opted for a relatively low pass mark in the compulsory 
introductory exam of vocalization (65%). The department, nevertheless, manages to 
increase the level considerably during the BA, notably through targeted teaching and 
tutorial support. 

Progression from first to second year in the BA is conditioned upon passing the 
basic courses on vocalization (niqqud), grammar, and syntactic analysis with a grade 
of 65 or more. Students whose native language is Hebrew experience little difficulty 
with this, indeed some of them get the course on niqqud out of the way before 
beginning their courses by taking an examination (petor). Students whose native 
language is not Hebrew have more of a problem, notably Bedouin students from the 
Negev who make up around 30% of the BA student population. An increasingly well-
organized system of small-group tutoring, taught by MA students of the department 
and financed by the Dean-of-Students office, addresses this problem effectively. Such 
required introductory courses in the BA programme do not carry credits. The 
Evaluation Committee recommends that credits be allocated to such courses on 
account of their importance and to motivate students to take them seriously within 
their busy schedule of study. 

A sizeable group of students, almost exclusively Bedouin, join the BA 
programme in the third year, after having done two years of study at Achva College, 
which is administratively linked with BGU. These students have completed 
successfully the basic courses in Achva, but they sometimes experience some 
difficulty at BGU, where the committee was told that the overall standard of the 
student cohort and the expectations of the teachers are higher. The integration of these 
students, however, generally runs smoothly. 
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Admission to the MA programmes requires a minimum score of 80 in the BA. 
Students with a BA in other departments are accepted with a package of preliminary 
courses of up to 20 hours, which have to be completed successfully within a year. 
Formerly, the choice between the research track and the non-research track was left to 
the end of the first year of the MA, the research track requiring a minimum score of 
88. This system was changed, however, just as the self-evaluation report was being 
compiled and outstanding students can now start the research MA (with thesis) from 
the first year onwards. 

Acceptance into the PhD program requires a grade of 85 in the MA and two 
letters of recommendation. 

The mother tongue and cultural background of the Bedouin students as a group 
put them at a disadvantage when they enroll to study in the department of Hebrew 
Language. There is, in general, a considerable gap between these students and 
students whose native language is Hebrew. BGU has a policy, and a budget, to assist 
Bedouin students. Over and beyond this, the department is deeply committed to 
making the study of Hebrew possible for these students, who are mostly preparing to 
be teachers in Arabic high schools in the Negev. The tutoring programme and other 
measures are highly successful. The Evaluation Committee highly commends the 
department for their positive attitude and their effective action in this regard.  

Taking into account the mixed nature of the student body in the BA programme, 
the dropout rate is relatively low, around 11%. 

In the MA, students who take more than three years to finish may be suspended 
by the administration. Although the Evaluation Committee understands the 
importance of limiting the time students spend in the MA programme, the suspension 
measure seems excessively harsh, particularly for students in the research track who 
are expected to produce a well-researched thesis. 

Undergraduate and graduate students express a high level of satisfaction with 
the programme. The integration of Hebrew with other Semitic languages—notably 
Arabic, but also Ugaritic, Aramaic and Akkadian—is widely appreciated. In the BA, 
the tutoring provided for Bedouin students has good results. The MA students praise 
the responsiveness of the teaching staff to suggestions from the students, citing 
several instances where the curriculum was adapted to their wishes. Graduate students 
are happy with the opportunity to participate in a department seminar, where they 
give presentations from time to time and learn about the research of their teachers. 
They are encouraged to participate in conferences and to publish.  

Students were generally very satisfied with the programme and praised highly 
the friendly atmosphere in the department, the tutorial lessons for small groups, the 
private guidance they receive from their teachers, the good training and skills they 
receive in the course of their learning, and the direct access they can have to the 
teachers. The number of MA and PhD students is impressively high, which appears to 
be largely the result of the recently opened MA editing track and the excellent 
reputation the department has in specific fields. 

The students unanimously applaud the help they get from the department 
secretary in organizing their studies and taking care of all administrative tasks. 

Although BGU has an Alumni Organization, there is no structured outreach 
toward alumni on the level of the department. Nevertheless, many personal contacts 
exist. The Committee recommends that these contacts be consolidated by inviting 
former MA and PhD students to the departmental seminar and keeping all alumni 
informed of important events at the department.  
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Teaching staff 
The Department of Hebrew Language has only five full time senior tenured staff 
positions. In addition, the department employs two senior staff members in the 
‘parallel track’ (maslul maqbil) and seven adjunct lecturers. Senior staff members 
have a duty to teach eight hours per week, six dedicated to classroom teaching and 
two hours dedicated to tutorials of graduate students. Each senior staff member 
undertakes in addition some administrative duties such as Head of Department or 
heads of the undergraduate and graduate programmes, or as coordinator of the 
programme in Hebrew editing. The senior staff in the ‘parallel track’ have teaching 
duties of twelve hours. The junior non-tenured adjunct staff members are employed 
on precarious short-term contracts, sometimes with the duration of only one semester, 
corresponding to between 20% and 60% of a full contract. The adjunct staff members 
have parallel employment outside the University (e.g. the Achva College and other 
Colleges of Higher Education). One of them is fully employed at another Israeli 
university. The adjunct staff are in charge of some of the core courses of the 
undergraduate programme. The small number of senior tenured staff relative to the 
number of students results in the fact that they have a heavy load of teaching duties at 
the graduate level. The special programme in Hebrew editing employs in addition one 
external teacher. 

The teaching programme of the department is vulnerable due to two factors: (i) 
the impending retirement of a large proportion of the senior staff, both tenured and 
those in the ‘parallel track’, in the next few years, and (ii) the provision of core 
courses by adjunct staff with precarious conditions of employment. The ratio of the 
senior staff (including those in the ‘parallel track’) to the students (113 students 
enrolled in all programmes in 2010) is comparatively low. We recommend that the 
retiring staff members be replaced immediately in the fields that the department 
regards as important in their strategic planning for the future and also recommend 
that the adjunct staff be given longer term contracts of the duration of at least one year 
at a time.  

The senior teaching staff are internationally recognized in their respective 
fields, and their publications are of high international level. The department covers 
not only the different historical and thematic layers of the Hebrew language and its 
grammar, but also contains a strong and internationally recognised component of 
Semitic languages. A particular strength of the department resides in combining 
Hebrew with a language-based study of Arabic at a very high level. This teaching of 
Arabic is particularly important for its own sake, but also as a tool for a better 
understanding of Hebrew in its Semitic linguistic setting. The Department has the 
necessary skills to carry on this teaching of Arabic. This Arabic teaching is targeted at 
the non-Arab native speakers. We recommend that a specific course in grammatical 
and linguistic aspects of Arabic with a focus on its comparison with Hebrew and other 
Semitic languages should be devised for native Arabic speakers who constitute an 
important proportion of the department’s students. In addition to its intrinsic and 
social value, such a course would be an important addition of the study of Semitic 
linguistics, which would be unique in Israel, and would ultimately enhance also the 
teaching of Hebrew linguistics. Resources necessary for providing such a course 
should be allocated to the department. 

Both on the level of the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences and on the 
level of the University as a whole, there is a clear policy of maintaining the number of 
tenured posts. It is essential for the future of the Department of Hebrew that the posts 
of retiring staff members are directed specifically to the department.  
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The appointment of new staff in the University follows the transparent 
procedure of an international call for applications followed by a rigorous selection 
process through several levels of Faculty and University committees. This mode of 
appointments ensures the choice of the best possible candidates for the department’s 
needs, and should be maintained, even if it does not guarantee priority or the 
possibility of internal promotion to the adjunct staff already in place on a precarious 
employment basis. 
 
Technical and administrative staff 
The Hebrew Department is efficiently run by an administrator who is involved in 
various important tasks: managing the budget of the department, the teaching 
schedules, adjunct salaries, dealing with students requests, communicating their 
grades, etc.  
 
Research 
The tenured staff of the department are internationally recognized as leading 
researchers in their fields. The research relating to Hebrew clusters around two main 
foci, viz. (i) Biblical and early post-Biblical Hebrew, together with comparative 
Semitic philology; (ii) interdisciplinary approaches to Modern Hebrew (especially 
pragmatic and cultural). The advantage of this clustering is that there have clearly 
been synergies among the staff, which have enhanced their research, although most of 
their outputs are individually authored publications. There are, nevertheless, some 
cases of innovative research collaboration by some members of the department, such 
as interdisciplinary discussion groups in the fields of pragmatics and a joint project 
between a biblical scholar and a neurologist. Several members of staff are involved 
with international collaborative projects. The research of the department has attracted 
a number of research grants, though, as the self-evaluation report notes, such grants 
are not essential for achieving excellence in individual research in the fields 
concerned. The Evaluation Committee believes, nevertheless, that a more stable 
source of research funding, such as a research centre, would provide greater 
opportunities for graduate students to be involved with research projects of staff and 
to receive financial support. We, therefore, recommend that efforts be made to such a 
research centre. 

Many of the adjunct staff that the Evaluation Committee met were research-
active and had aspirations of devoting more time to research. Their many teaching 
and administrative commitments prevented them from making as much progress as 
they would wish. This was leading to a certain degree of demoralization, especially 
since, according to their perception, the security of their job in the future depended on 
research. We recommend, therefore, that additional opportunities be given to 
research active adjunct staff to undertake research. 

 
Infrastructure 
The infrastructure of the department is of high quality. It is accommodated in a 
relatively new building, with good working and teaching space. The library facilities 
appear to be fully satisfactory for students and staff. 
 
Self Evaluation 
The self-evaluation process was clearly taken serious at all levels of the university. It 
was abundantly evident that the preparation of the self-evaluation report by the 
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programme was regarded as a positive experience and all members of tenured and 
adjunct staff collaborated in its preparation. A great deal of care had been devoted to 
the preparation of the report, which was very well written. 
 
 
Summary 
The Department of Hebrew Language has an extremely high reputation on the 
international scene as a centre of excellence of research. The quality of the teaching 
programme is very high. The Evaluation Committee commends the department in 
particular for the special care offered to students whose first language is not Hebrew, 
which has proved to be very effective in helping them achieve good learning 
outcomes. The Committee’s recommendations are as follows: 

1. The University should make sure that recent and projected vacancies 
arising from retirements are filled, so that the department retains its 
international reputation of excellence. These should be in the fields that 
the department regards as important in their strategic planning for the 
future. 

2. The adjunct staff should be given longer term contracts of the duration of 
at least one year at a time. 

3.  Additional opportunities should be given to research active adjunct staff 
to undertake research. 

4. The department should retain its current administrative structure and not 
be merged with other departments. Efforts should be made, however, to 
develop further collaboration with colleagues in other departments.  

5. The name of the department should be changed to reflect the full range of 
its activities. 

6. In view of the continued difficulties caused by insufficient, or non-
existent, background among the enrolling students in Hebrew grammar 
and in particular vocalization (niqqud), the department needs to be given a 
budget to extend the number of teaching hours for introductory lessons in 
these subject. Furthermore students should be allocated credits for 
completing such courses successfully. 

7. The department should be involved in the provision of a course in Hebrew 
expression (haba`a) for the general student body in the University. This is 
likely to attract more students into the departmental teaching programme. 
Any additional resources that are necessary to implement this should be 
allocated to the department. 

8. The department should offer a course of Arabic grammar to speakers of 
Arabic with a focus on its comparison with Hebrew, in order to help them 
get a better grasp of grammatical concepts. 

9.  The department should continue to provide coverage of medieval Hebrew 
in the BA courses. 

10. Efforts should be made to establish a more stable source of research 
funding, such as a research centre, to provide greater opportunities for 
graduate students to be involved with research projects of staff and to 
receive financial support.  

11.  Contacts with alumni of the department should be consolidated. 
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