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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 Jerusalem 

• Prof. Emmanuel Sivan – Department of History, the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem 

 
Within the framework of its activity, the committee was requested to3: 

1. 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.  

2. 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 report 
below deals with this matter. 

3. To submit a proposal of standards for studies in History.4 
 

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 
2 Two 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 
3The Document with Terms of Reference of the committee is attached as Appendix 1 
4 Although the committee was asked to offer standards, the committee has reached the 
conclusion that this request is not relevant to the field of History. 
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Chapter 2 –General Overview 

Jewish History and General History studies in Israel exist since 1930, when first 
taught in the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Today, Jewish History and General 
History are taught at six universities: The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Bar 
Ilan University, Tel-Aviv University, Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, the 
University of Haifa and the Open University.  

All institutions, excluding the Open University, offer programs leading to a B.A., 
M.A. & PhD degree in both Jewish history and in General history.  

The Open University was accredited to award a B.A. degree in History on 
January 2005. Until then, students studying a program in History were awarded 
a B.A degree in Humanities. 

According to data from the Central Bureau of Statistics, the number of students 
at almost all levels of study has grown during the last 15 years. The following 
data represent the number of students in these fields in the 5 universities, 
excluding the Open University5: 

PhD MA BA  
2005/6 2005/62005/6 
168 521 655 Jewish History 
162 277 1,760 General History 
- 104 35 History & History of 

the Jewish People6 

Undergraduate degrees: 

In most institutions, undergraduate degrees extend over 6 semesters (three 
academic years). The length of studies in the Open University is exceptional 
since students study at their own pace. A full program in History requires 108-
120 semester hours. A dual-subject program (in which half of the program is 
History) requires approximately 60 semester hours. 

Postgraduate degrees: 

Master's degrees extend over 4 semesters (two academic years). Almost all 
Universities offer in General History and Jewish History both a research route 

                                                 
5  The Open University awarded during these years a degree in Humanities; therefore, the 
Central Bureau of Statistics does not have data concerning the percent of students studying a 
program in History. According to the data received from the Open University, 998 students 
studied history in 2005-2006, while a "history student" is a student who has enrolled in at least 
one academic course during current academic year and taken at least four courses in history until 
and including that year. 
6  This combined program exists at the undergraduate level at the Hebrew University only and in 
the graduate level at the Tel-Aviv University.  
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and a non-research route to this degree. The length of the research route varies 
from 24 to 48 semester hours and a thesis is required. The non-research route is 
40-44 semester hours and a thesis is not required. Most institutions require PhD 
students to study courses according to their research interest. 

 

Chapter 3 – Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

1. The Committee was assigned to evaluate the departments of General 
history and of Jewish history. The Committee is aware that history is 
being taught in numerous departments, such as Middle Eastern studies, 
East-Asian studies, and the Land of Israel studies. Also, many additional 
departments, in the Faculty of Humanities and in other faculties (such as 
Social Sciences) have historical components in their teaching program. 
Hence, the report relates only to some elements of the teaching of history 
in Israel, though arguably the most important ones. 

2. In the last decade departments of history, and especially of Jewish 
History, have suffered from a decline in demand, reflecting an overall 
crisis in the Humanities at large, which should be addressed on the 
national level. The Humanities are a national resource, vital to the 
development of Israeli culture, Hebrew language, the preservation of the 
national heritage and the cultivation of an Israeli identity and sense of 
civic responsibility. 

3. The decline in demand led to budgetary cuts in aggregate terms, cuts in 
teaching positions and to a freeze in the hiring of young staff. This 
development brought most of the departments to the verge of losing the 
critical mass, which is essential for teaching a full program (B.A., M.A., 
Ph.D.). At least in one case, the Committee is of the opinion that the 
staffing is beneath the absolute minimum needed to teach a university 
program in history. 

4. The Committee is of the opinion that in order to have a full teaching 
program, a department needs at least 12 tenure-track or tenured 
positions. While we have found that two departments manage with less, it 
is a very fragile situation that can be disrupted by illness, sabbatical or 
retirement. Such a situation does not permit proper instruction leading to 
the M.A. and Ph.D. degrees. 

5. The Committee has observed a dangerous situation in a number of 
universities, especially the Hebrew University in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv 
University, where a large number of faculty members are about to retire 
within the next five years, and there are no or very few younger scholars 
to replace them. The Committee strongly urges that this situation be 
regarded with the utmost seriousness, otherwise these departments will 
face crisis or closure as a result of loss of critical mass. 

6. In the face of budgetary constraints, it is of special importance that the 
existing human capital be optimized, and that administrative restrictions 
blocking cooperation between departments be lifted. 

7. The Committee recommends that universities, through their deans of the 
Faculties of Humanities and Social Sciences, examine the possibility of 
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utilizing history faculty to provide service courses to the university as a 
whole.  These courses might be identical to ones already taught, for 
instance, an introduction to modern Jewish history, or the history of the 
Holocaust.  Other courses structures could be examined to incorporate 
joint teaching across departments.  In all cases, the emphasis will be on 
teaching students from many departments who require fundamental tools 
of analysis about the way societies change over time.  This ‘core 
curriculum’ may take many forms, but it is essential that history be a 
central component of it, and that teaching in such courses be aimed at a 
broad audience.  

8. The Committee is of the opinion that there exist no disciplinary differences 
between and among the various departments of history and Jewish 
history. The Committee recommends that cooperation between 
departments be promoted. The Committee recognizes the existing 
sensibilities, traditions, and fears regarding the unification of departments 
that stem from historical, personal and thematic reasons.  We accept the 
continuing existence of the present departmental structures, which enable 
them to meet academic demands and fundamental requirements of 
provision within the humanities. However, the Committee is of the 
opinion, that frameworks must be created that will allow closer 
cooperation between the two departments of Jewish history and general 
history, sometimes together with additional departments or teaching 
programs which touch upon the historical discipline. A school of history 
can serve as such a framework. Instead of a vertical union between 
departments, the Committee recommends horizontal connections, for 
instance, creating teaching programs according to themes, which cross 
the present departmental boundaries. 

9. The Committee would like to draw attention to the fact that the 
departments of general history are Eurocentric and focused on "Western" 
culture. The Committee is aware of the fact that in most universities there 
exist departments of Middle East studies and East-Asian studies, which 
compensate for this absence. However, it can be stated that most 
universities do not teach global history, the history of Africa, and imperial 
history from a trans-national viewpoint. Moreover, cutting-edge research 
and teaching are interdisciplinary. These areas of study and the new 
methods employed are under-developed in Israel, and should be 
encouraged. As a measure in this direction, the Committee recommends 
the development of interdisciplinary or interdepartmental courses, to be 
given by two teachers or more in different departments. 

10.  The Committee has found that most universities do not have structured 
Ph.D. programs. Some universities have doctoral seminars, some do not. 
The seminars vary in structure and function. There is no clear definition as 
to the requirements of the Ph.D. student. The Committee recommends 
that Ph.D. studies be restructured. A candidate for the Ph.D. degree has 
to prove his command of bibliographical material relating to the period 
and culture on which he intends to write his thesis. It is essential to 
ensure that the Ph.D. instructor is an expert on the period, the topic and 
the culture about which he teaches.  
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11. Because of budgetary constraints, the universities tend to encourage M.A. 
studies without a thesis. While the Committee acknowledges the need for 
this kind of M.A. work, it is of the opinion that universities should invest 
more funds and attention to the research-oriented M.A. programs. 

12. The Committee found that the two-year span stipulated by the PBC for 
completion of the M.A. degree with a thesis is too short. The Committee 
recommends that students be allowed a third year to finish the M.A. 
degree with thesis. 

13. The committee felt that each department needs to provide the university 
with a statistical profile of the grades offered by all teachers in the 
department. These statistics must be evaluated every two years to 
monitor the possibility of grade inflation. 

14. The financial strain on the departments should lead to better cooperation 
between departments within the same university and also to maximizing 
resources by establishing structures and practices of cooperation between 
universities. The Committee suggests the following: 

a. The establishment of a center for the study of foreign languages that 
would serve all universities. It can be established under the auspices of 
the Open University, which supplies courses according to demand in all 
parts of the country. The Committee recommends that the Planning and 
Budgeting Committee support this Center. 

b. The creation of an inter-universities pool for the common use of expensive 
databases.  

c. Universities should allow graduate students and doctoral students to enroll 
in courses in the other universities, that specialize in certain areas of 
study that do not exist in the home university. 

d. The Council for Higher Education should encourage universities to develop 
areas of study in which they specialize, so that while all areas are covered 
in Israel, there is no need to expect or provide general coverage of all 
areas of history in each university. 

e. In the face of the dismal situation of most libraries, the Committee 
recommends that the Planning and Budgeting Committee reinstate the 
special provision for libraries outside the regular allocation for each 
university. 

f. For an upgrading of the standard of teaching to be imbedded in university 
culture, faculty teaching must be given more weight and significance in 
recruitment and promotion procedures. 

 
This evaluation procedure is but the first step towards an improvement 
in the ways departments of history operate and review their teaching 
activities, which are at the center of their professional life. To assure 
that momentum is maintained, it is essential that each institution 
provides the Council for Higher Education with a biennial report on 
how it is implementing the recommendations made by the Council.  
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