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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 



 4

 
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, Tel Aviv 
University 
 
The committee's visit to the Department of Jewish History took place on November 
22, 2006. 
 
In order to avoid the appearance of conflict of interests, Prof. Shapira, the staff 
member in the Department of Jewish History, did not participate in the evaluation 
process of the institution. Prof. Winter served as a chairperson of the committee 
during the visit to Tel Aviv University. 
 
 

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, Tel Aviv University 

 
1.  Teaching Staff 
The Department of Jewish history is in a period of painful contraction in its faculty.  
In particular this has affected colleagues in the Ancient period, 3 of whom left in 
2005 to join other departments. From a high point of 24 tenured members, the 
strength of the faculty reached 18 in 2005.  With the loss of three colleagues in the 
Ancient field, and three forthcoming retirements, the department will be at half its 
2000 strength in a very short time.  Clearly this shrinkage in the size of the 
department’s teaching staff has reached critical levels.  Given the cutback in the 
appointment of external teachers, the department is now unable to promise that it 
can cover the range of subjects in its curriculum.  This is a matter of the utmost 
urgency. 
 
The age-structure of the department is bound to become even more top-heavy 
due to the freeze on appointments.  There are two very promising new lecturers in 
the department, but financial cutbacks make the future either opaque or gloomy or 
both.  In particular the field of Ancient Jewish history, covering a millennium itself, 
is in danger of losing coverage due to retirements.  And problems of quality must 
be considered too.  The professor with the most graduate students is in line to 
retire in the near future.  This will put considerable pressure on colleagues should 
not appointments be made to refill these posts.   
 
2.  Teaching 
The Department feels strongly that it has a special mission in the heart of the 
country.  It is necessary for the health of Israeli society that Jewish history be 
taught in a secular university and that such teaching and research reach the 
highest standards.  
 
To this end, the department has joined the General History Department in sharing 
resources.  Excellent students in Jewish history can take up to 12 hours of courses 
in the department of general history, in place of a third time period of 
specialization in Jewish history.  Graduate teaching is shared with School of History 
and History Teaching Partnership. 
 
Students in the past could opt for one of two tracks in their studies: one in Jewish 
history and one in the History of the Jews in the Land of Israel. Both these areas 
of study are in the Jewish history department, unlike at Haifa or Bar Ilan, where 
there are two separate departments handling these subjects.  Given the downward 
trend in student demand, the history of Jews in Israel is offered not as a separate 
major, but as part of the Jewish history major.   
 
There has been a significant drop in the number of students in the department.  
Between 2001 and 2006, the numbers studying for the B.A. and M.A. degrees have 
dropped by more than one-third.  In 2005-6 there were 104 students working for 
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the B.A. degree and 43 for the M.A., most for the M.A. without a thesis.  The 
average entry class is between 35 and 52 students.  This clear trajectory of decline 
is reflected as well in the fact that there were 22 graduates from the department in 
2004-5, contrasting with 63 in 2000-1. 
 
3.  Library and infrastructure 
 The department has two libraries at its disposal: the central library and the 
specialist Mehlmann library in the department’s building.  The Mehlmann library is 
a single collection, from which books cannot be borrowed.  There is some overlap 
with the holdings of the central library.  The fabric and structure of the central 
library are in serious need of refurbishment.  The cut in the acquisitions budget 
has not hit the Jewish History department as hard as it has hit the General History 
department, but the overall crisis in library provisions is everyone’s concern. 
 
The fact that the department is housed in its own building is both advantageous 
and disadvantageous.  Conditions there are much better than in the Gilman 
building, itself in need of major renovation.  But dividing the Jewish historians in its 
separate building from other historians ensures a culture of separate but equal 
education; this is the opposite direction from that commitment to shared work and 
resources to which both departments are dedicated. During our site visit, we saw 
evidence of real efforts to bring together the faculty and students of both the 
Jewish history and the General History departments.  But such efforts are relatively 
recent in implementation, and they do not represent an attitude of cohabitation 
among all members of the department.  Excellent students have the benefit of 
such shared resources, but those of lesser ability or achievement in the Jewish 
history department remain apart from their peers in the General history 
department.  More efforts need to be made to integrate the work of the two 
departments, while respecting their separate administrative structures.  
 
Chapter 4 -  Recommendations for the Department 
 
1.  Syllabi 
At the campus visit, the head of the department agreed to provide the committee 
with syllabi of courses within the department, understood as course descriptions, 
calendars of the unfolding of the course over time, and reading lists.  There are 
different practices of offering students information on the nature of course work 
they face, and it is important to standardize these formats, and to make 
submission of them to the Teaching Committee a standard practice every year. 
 
2.  Teaching committee 
There is room for the department to formalize its evaluation of teaching in such a 
way as to upgrade its significance.  The Department already has a teaching 
committee, with the department head as its chair, but it presently engages in 
minor administrative work of primarily a formalistic nature.  What we have in mind 
is a central policy committee whose remit is to examine, evaluate, and raise the 
level of teaching as an essential element of the department’s collective work.   
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We suggest instead that the committee comprise three senior faculty 
members, without the chair.  This committee would be in charge of teaching 
quality control.   

A. Its 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. The committee will check the detailed syllabi 
and approve them. Also it should ensure the broadening of the 
program to encompass topics that are beyond the current range of 
the program.  

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 
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 take a remedial course in teaching. This applies to senior 
teachers as well.  Student evaluations will be placed alongside grade 
distributions for each course to control for market effects. 

 
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.  In 
particular the trend towards trans-national history should be considered, since it 
may help foster among students a sense of the significance of empire, both within 
Europe and outside of Europe, within the national histories of countries in which 
Jewish populations have lived for centuries.   
 
3.  Use of library for teaching purposes 

Teachers should organize class meetings in the library, in particular when 
seminar papers are due.  This procedure will direct students to particular holdings 
which will be of help to them.  At the moment the energy and enthusiasm of 
librarian is not being fully exploited. 
 
4.  Writing history and doing history 

The department feels it has no staff available for the provision of classes 
which teach writing with special reference to historical texts.  On the contrary, we 
feel strongly that the teaching of history is inseparable from the writing of history; 
hence improving the level of Hebrew prose goes hand in hand with improving the 
level of literacy in both Hebrew and English. At the final summary meeting with the 
chairs of the departments and the heads of the university, Prof. David Assaf 
pointed out that he and Prof. Jeremy Cohen have agreed upon a basic course in 
academic writing for MA students. Both the department of General History and of 
Jewish History can cooperate in such a course. We feel that such a course, on a 
more limited level, would be extremely helpful for undergraduates.  
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5.  History and the social sciences 
There is a need for an orientation seminar for postgraduates on the links 

between history and neighbouring disciplines, particularly in the social sciences.  
Exploring these subjects, and a resulting familiarity with tools and methods 
currently in practice would benefit doctoral students as well.  Such a seminar 
would also help students handle the problems of isolation which are so common 
among postgraduate students. 
 
6.  Mentoring junior staff 

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. 
 
Chapter 5 -  Recommendations for the University 
 
1. The Central Library facilities are deteriorating to the point that teaching and 

research are endangered.  Though the Jewish history department is well 
provided for in its own building, it does use the Gilman building, which needs 
major refurbishment as well. 

 
2. There is a need to consider carefully some degree of redirection of the work of 

the Jewish history department to enable it to provide general courses for all 
undergraduates, potentially for undergraduates throughout the University.  This 
provision could be made within the framework of a ‘core curriculum’, defined 
variously as foundation courses for scientists, social scientists, and those 
studying the humanities.  Here is a pathway towards increasing the profile of 
the department within the university and increasing the number of students 
studying history of all kinds throughout the university.  It is a positive sign that 
historians in different departments already collaborate in the History Teaching 
Partnership, but such measures have just started, and they must be monitored 
to ensure that human resources are pooled in these inclement times. 

 
3. The University needs to standardize provision for doctoral students in the 

humanities in general, and in the departments teaching Jewish history, general 
history, or regional history.  The School of history is an institution which can 
offer such formats, and though the Department of Jewish History is formally 
located in the School of Jewish Studies, it makes sense for all doctoral students 
of history of whatever sort have a doctoral seminar which meets regularly to 
enable students to present their own work or to hear others do so.  Here is one 
important means to reduce the risks of isolation during the long haul of 
research and writing towards the doctorate.   

 
4. The only way in which the significance of teaching will be upgraded 

permanently is to increase the profile and weight of teaching in the 
appointments and promotions procedures of the university.   
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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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