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Chapter 1: General Background 
The Council for Higher Education (CHE) decided to evaluate the study programs in the field 
of Geography and Environmental Studies during the academic year 2011-2012. 

Following the decision of the CHE, the Israel’s Minister of Education, who serves ex officio 
as a Chairperson of the CHE, appointed a committee consisting of: 

• Prof. Patricia Gober, Johnson-Shoyama Graduate School of Public Policy, University 
of Saskatchewan, Canada and School of Sustainability, Arizona State University, USA 
– Committee Chair; 

• Prof. Michael Batty, Centre for Advanced Spatial Analysis, University College 
London, United Kingdom; 

• Prof. Jeff Dozier, Bren School of Environmental Science & Management, University of 
California, Santa Barbara, USA; 

• Prof. Baruch Kipnis, Department of Geography and Environmental Studies, 
University of Haifa, Israel; 

• Dr. Yochanan Kushner, Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory of Columbia University, 
USA; 

• Prof. Mark Rosentraub, Department of Sports Management, University of Michigan, 
USA. 

• Prof. David Thomas, School of Geography and the Environment, Oxford University, 
United Kingdom;  

• Ms. Daniella Sandler, Coordinator of the Committee on behalf of the CHE. 

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

• Examine self-evaluation reports submitted by institutions that provide study 
programs in Geography and Environmental Studies; 

• 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; and, 

• Submit to the CHE a general report regarding its opinion as to the examined field 
within the Israeli system of higher education with recommended standards; 

The Committee's letter of appointment is attached as Appendix 1. 

The first stage of the quality assessment process consisted of self-evaluation, including the 
preparation of a self-evaluation report by those institutions under evaluation. This process 
was conducted in accordance with the CHE’s guidelines, as specified in the document 
entitled “The Self-Evaluation Process: Recommendations and Guidelines” (October 2008). 
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Chapter 2: Committee Procedures 
The Committee held its first formal meetings on March 9, 2012. At this meeting committee 
members were given an overview of Israeli higher education and a description of the CHE. 
They also discussed Geography and Environmental Studies programs in Israel and 
fundamental issues concerning the committee's quality assessment activity. Committee 
members had received copies of the departmental reports in advance of the meeting. 

During March 2012, committee members conducted full-day visits to two institutions 
whose programs the committee was requested to examine: Tel Aviv University and Ben-
Gurion University of the Negev. Subsequently, committee members visited the University of 
Haifa, Hebrew University and Bar Ilan University in May 2012. 

This report deals with the Department of Geography and Environmental Development in 
the Faculty of Humanities and Social Studies at Ben-Gurion University which was visited by 
the Committee on March 14 and 15, 2012.The Department was founded in 1967, and 
changed its name to the “Department of Geography and Environmental Development" in 
1993. In 2010-11 there were 228 BA students, 30 MA thesis students, 17 MA non-thesis 
students, and 23 PhD students. For the academic year 2011-12, the Department had 13 
tenure track faculty members. 

The Committee spent two days in intensive meetings and had an opportunity to visit 
laboratories and other facilities and to meet with appropriate administrators, tenure and 
tenure-track faculty, adjunct faculty, and BA, MA and PhD students. We thank the 
appropriate individuals for their involvement in our proceedings. Their forthright input 
allowed us to follow-up on many of the issues raised in the self-evaluation report. 

The schedule of the visit, including the list of participants representing the institution, is 
attached as Appendix 2. 
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Chapter 3: Executive Summary 
Ben-Gurion University’s Department of Geography and Environmental Development 
consists of a highly motivated, collegial, and productive faculty. Research output measured 
in terms of refereed journals articles, outside funding, and international collaborations is 
strong. Faculty members have responded to trends in the discipline, focusing on four areas: 
urban and regional planning; environmental studies; geographic information technologies 
(GIT); and, geomorphology. These interests reflect not only disciplinary trends, but also 
dovetail nicely with Ben-Gurion’s mission as “the University of the Negev” and its 
aspirations for global leadership in dry-land science. Strategic planning is an ongoing and 
thoughtful process at this institution as evidenced by recent restructuring of the 
undergraduate program to replace the previous track system with a common core 
curriculum and differentiating faculty teaching loads according to levels of PhD 
supervision. 

An anticipated five of six upcoming faculty retirements are in human geography, raising the 
possibility that the traditional balance between human and physical geography in the 
Department will be upset and the potential for cross-disciplinary collaboration lost. The 
Department’s evolving specialization in urban and regional planning offers the potential to 
link the human dimension to physical and technical aspects of the field. We recommend 
that the department focus its planning program on a niche area such as desert cities, 
sustainability, environmental planning, or tourism and regional development where it can 
compete internationally. We also recommend that the nine stated research themes be 
consolidated around three or four targeted themes where the department can make its 
mark.  

Research experiences for graduate students in faculty laboratories are first-rate. We found 
faculty members and students working collaboratively on a variety of projects ranging 
from the mortality of acacia trees and the hydrology of hill slopes to sustainability planning 
and ecological footprints. Research collaborations within and across groups are critical to 
the Department’s dynamic, and this feeds off positively into teaching and the Department’s 
reputation. 

The flourishing research program appears to have been attained at some cost to the quality 
of the BA and MA programs, however. There are too few relevant course offerings, 
particularly in the MS program, and competition for coveted spaces in GIS and other 
technical courses is fierce. Physical geography students lack sufficient background in 
physics, chemistry, and mathematics for deep understanding of physical geographic 
principles. Human geography students lack in-depth knowledge of statistics and spatial 
analysis. It is difficult for students to take supplemental courses from cognate departments 
because they cannot get into the classes or the timing of outside courses overlaps with 
required coursework in geography. Problems of inadequate preparation trickle-up to the 
MA level where too much coursework is repeated and there are too few course offerings.  
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Also problematic is the timing of the curriculum. GIS is offered at the end of the second year 
which leaves students little time to take advanced of GIS technologies. Further, this hinders 
them from integrating GIS knowledge and skills into other coursework. There was also too 
much material crammed into the third year.  The undergraduate degree is increasingly a 
broad liberal arts degree, and specialization and professional skills come at the MA level. 
This is by no means unique to the Ben-Gurion program, but care should be given to creating 
an undergraduate program that is well paced and cumulative. 

The Department’s course offerings are highly concentrated in two-hour courses, 
fragmenting student learning and faculty time. Currently, the typical BA student takes 
between 10 and 13 separate classes each semester. There is little depth in any one course, 
and more importantly, students do not have the time or space to think—to process what 
they learn, relate it to other coursework, and to put it into a larger knowledge framework. 
This problem is particularly significant in geography where lab and field skills are honed, 
theories are related to real-world observations, and core competencies include synthesis 
and integration. This type of curriculum also fragments faculty time and reduces efficiency. 
The faculty should immediately consolidate the current curriculum such that the typical 
student takes five or fewer courses per term. 

In sum, the Department of Geography and Environmental Development at Ben-Gurion is an 
energetic and productive unit. There is a sense of community and family that transcends 
faculty and students. Research and teaching feed off one another at the graduate level, but 
there are problems maintaining the quality of instruction at the BA level. Upcoming faculty 
retirements represent a unique opportunity to refresh the department, renew the human 
geography program, take advantage of trends in interdisciplinary research, and contribute 
to the University’s mission in the Negev.  
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Chapter 4: Evaluation of the Department of Geography and 
Environmental Studies, Ben-Gurion University  
* This Report relates to the situation 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. 

4.1 Mission, Goals and Aims 

The mission statement provided in the self-evaluation document articulates a coherent 
vision of the Department’s research, instruction, and practice at the intersection of human 
and physical geography. This vision was confirmed during on-site interviews with the 
Rector and Vice-Rector, Dean, Chair, and the Department Senior Faculty. Ben-Gurion’s 
Department of Geography and Environmental Studies has situated itself firmly in the 
realms of physical geography, urban geography and planning, geomorphology and GIS and 
is committed to building on these specialties to enhance its graduate program and 
international reputation. 

The self-evaluation document articulated four goals for the program, including (1) 
research; (2) professional education; (3) service to the Negev and its peoples; and, (4) 
building community inside the department. These goals are achievable and measurable, 
and they dovetail nicely with the University’s strategic initiatives. The Committee 
concluded that the Department is currently strong in three of these areas—research, Negev 
service, and departmental esprit de corps, but needs to redirect more attention to its 
educational programs, particularly the BA and MA degrees, a topic that is discussed in 
greater detail in subsequent sections of this report. Although collaborations within the 
Department are strong, they grow from personal choices rather than institutional 
incentives. Collaborations outside the department, particularly with the Department of 
Tourism and Hotel Administration and the Blaustein Institute for Desert Research at Sdeh 
Boqe are strong, but they too result more from interpersonal relationships and initiative 
than top-down institutional support. We recommend greater support at the University-
level for interdisciplinary collaborative research. 

In the area of professional practice, the Department could do more to provide students 
with career and professional preparation. Despite its avowed emphasis on professional 
education, the linkage between student coursework and professional practice is weak. 
Examples brought to our attention are the lack of access to programming courses and 
software training for students seeking work in the GIT field, advanced spatial analysis and 
advanced statistics. 

Overall, the Department receives high marks for strategic planning. It is clear that planning 
for the future is an ongoing, institutionalized practice. This was reflected in the existence of 
planning committees at the Department, Faculty, and University levels as well as the 
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overall involvement of the entire senior faculty in decisions about hiring new faculty and 
program structure. Planning is both top-down and bottom-up with an open door to allow 
the two processes to meet and complement one another. The upcoming retirement of 
several senior members of the faculty provides an opportunity for the department to take 
stock of trends in the field of geography and in the outside world. In that respect, we were 
somewhat concerned that the planning process has not yet articulated priorities for future 
hiring. We also are not clear about the appropriate balance between research excellence 
and filling programmatic needs.  

 
4.2 Students and Learning 

The Department offers study programs at the BA, MA, and PhD levels with the MA program 
being divided into two types—degrees with and without a thesis. The number of students 
at undergraduate and graduate levels has risen by approximately 10% since 2006. 
Reported numbers are given below in the table: 

 

Study 
Year BA MA PhD 

2006-07 196 36 19 
2007-08 196 37 19 
2008-09 209 42 19 
2009-10 219 45 20 
2010-11 228 47 23 

 

BA Program 

There are some 90 courses on offer for undergraduates, which include obligatory courses 
that form the core curriculum and electives. The proliferation of two-credit courses in the 
undergraduate degree favors breadth over depth and contributes to a scattered approach 
to instruction and student learning. With some students taking as many as 10 to 13 courses 
per semester, we are concerned that they focus on what they need to know to pass the final 
exam, rather than on learning complex material and its theoretical and practical 
implications and meanings. We know of no other geography program that relies on such a 
fragmented course structure, and we strongly recommend that the Department switch over 
to a more conventional program of three- and four-credit courses.  

BA students would also benefit from more learning experiences outside the classroom. 
Resource limitations have led the Department to eliminate some field trips and other extra-
classroom experiences. We strongly urge the University to reinstate a budget for these 
activities that have traditionally formed the lifeblood for many subfields of geography, 
particularly in geomorphology and urban geography, two of the department’s four major 
themes. 
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Currently, the required GIS course is offered during the fourth semester—too late to be of 
any use in other areas of the student program. Given the vital importance of GIS tools for 
research and practice, we recommend that the faculty consider changes in the curriculum 
that include: (1) introducing a GIs course in the first semester and (2) making the GIS class 
at a three-credit course so that detailed work is possible. 

The dropout rate was hard to interpret from data in the self-evaluation report. By not 
tracking its students and alumni, the Department misses a valuable opportunity to monitor 
students’ subsequent achievements and converse with them and their employers about 
what was most valuable in their education, and what should have been left for them to 
learn on the job. The faculty should establish a systematic process to track progress of 
students and graduates. Such data are important metrics of successes and areas for 
improvement and provide the opportunity to make mid-course corrections when 
necessary. 

Graduate Programs: MA and PhD 

MA and PhD students are heavily involved in faculty research programs and the synergy 
between research and graduate education is strong. The core specialties are reinforced 
with specific laboratories associated with individual faculty members with substantial and 
noteworthy cooperation between the remote sensing and geomorphology groups. 
Currently, there is flux in the urban and regional planning area where new appointments 
need to be made to strengthen and continue the Department’s focus on urban geography 
and planning. Labs in this area need to be strengthened, and the funding for graduate 
students improved. 

A major problem identified in the self-evaluation report and echoed in the site visit is the 
shortage of high level courses for MA students. The report notes that this problem is due to 
a shortage of staff members and the need to protect the track structure. It came to the 
Committee’s attention during the visit, however, that many undergraduate students take 
MA courses. When they matriculate to the MA level, there are not enough new advanced 
courses for them to take. This raises the issue of whether undergraduate students should 
be taking graduate classes as a routine matter. While some extraordinary undergraduate 
students are capable of functioning independently in graduate courses, this should be a 
rare, not routine, occurrence. Having too many undergraduates in graduate courses 
degrades the experience for the graduate students. We recommend that the department 
reconsider mixing undergraduates and MA students and reserve graduate coursework for 
graduate students to the extent possible. 

There is currently insufficient or no training in spatial analytics available at the graduate 
level. These techniques are a staple of most planning programs and the graduate students 
want to be sure they obtain the skills acquired by students in other programs across the 
Europe and North America. It is recommended that the faculty either expand the existing 
statistics course or add an additional course on classical spatial analytics. It was observed 
that the data used in these sorts of analyses might not be available for Israel. As an 
alternative, the requisite data sets are available for the United States from the US Bureau of 
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the Census and for Canada from Statistics Canada. The US Bureau of the Census also has 
special software packages that can be very effective teaching tools, but these are available 
only through site licenses. The needed data sets, however, can be downloaded from the US 
Department of Commerce through Microsoft Excel and then used to teach spatial analytics 
or to allow the students to produce spatial analytical projects. 

The financial stipends currently provided to students are at levels insufficient to allow 
students to live in the community with dignity. More specifically, the committee noted that 
current scholarships offered by the University are far below Israel’s official poverty level. 
Those students fortunate enough to work in laboratories where additional resources are 
provided did receive the minimum amount of financial support needed to do the full-time 
work demanded by the faculty and the university. Other students, however, do not have the 
requisite level of financial support and there is a sense of despair that the university is not 
sufficiently sensitive to the economic stress under which students live while being 
expected to commit 100% of their time to their program and research. 

In the interest of economy, the Department has hired MA over PhD students as teaching 
assistants in undergraduate classes. This situation has both deprived undergraduates of the 
most knowledgeable and experienced classroom instructors and has deprived PhD 
students of much-needed classroom experience and income. We strongly recommend that 
the department revise its procedures and priorities for hiring teaching assistants, giving 
priority to doctoral over MA students.  

 

4.3 Teaching and Learning Outcomes 
 
Student learning outcomes are articulated reasonably well in the self-evaluation document 
although in one case circularly: the outcome to know something about “main bodies of 
knowledge in the various sub fields of geography” leaves the definition of geography to the 
reader. This issue propagates to the required and elective curriculum, whereby 
geography’s core competencies—as this Department would define them—are not explicitly 
defined. The methods to measure learning outcomes do not distinguish between the 
program’s added value and the knowledge the students had when they entered the 
program. Finally, the measurements of learning outcomes in the B.A. program consist 
entirely of exams in specific courses.  

Internationally, the range of subjects and skills covered in geography programs is large, in 
part because high-quality departments vary in size by a factor of five. A small department, 
such as Ben-Gurion’s, must determine its areas of focus, based both on the student needs 
and faculty competences. In this vein, Ben-Gurion Geography has done well to focus the 
physical geography curriculum on Aeolian and fluvial geomorphology and their interaction 
with vegetation, supported by remote sensing and geographic information technology. 
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Essential core competencies in geography include, but are not limited to, the following: 

• Understanding how geography, the study of Earth as the home of humanity, 
integrates physical and biological sciences, social and behavioral sciences, and 
humanities. 

• Knowledge of the basic spatial layout of Earth, the identities of major terrestrial and 
aquatic surface features, Earth’s climates, and physical processes in the atmosphere, 
oceans, and land. 

• Understanding and appreciating the concepts of space, place, and the natural and 
built environment, and the position and relationships of people within these spaces 
and places. 

• Ability to identify and apply the geographic information techniques such as 
cartography, remote sensing, GIT, and spatial- and geo-statistics. 

• Ability to read, understand, and critically evaluate literature in geographic research. 
• Ability to communicate knowledge about geography, in oral, graphical, and written 

form. 

One critical concern in articulating student learning outcomes is whether or not a BA is 
intended to prepare students for the labor market or to serve as a general education 
degree. In many universities internationally, the answer to the question depends on the 
field. In the Humanities the answer would be no, but in Engineering, preparation for the 
labor market is the norm. We had the impression that this decision was not explicit in the 
Department and that over time core geographic competencies are being postponed to the 
MA level.  

Given the paucity of faculty positions for newly minted PhD graduates, the Department 
should explore ways in which the PhD opens opportunities in corporations, non-profit 
organizations, and government agencies, and then consider a few courses that might 
prepare PhD graduates for success in such positions. Examples might include a course in 
finance. This structure should be implemented at the University level rather than the 
Department or Faculty levels because non-academic employment for PhDs extends across 
many disciplines. 

 

4.4 Faculty  

The Department is blessed with a highly energetic faculty at both the senior and junior 
levels, and representatives from each group operate superb research programs. The faculty 
has been entrepreneurial, and several members have established internationally 
recognized and highly productive research laboratories. The size of the Geography faculty 
did not decrease during the budget cuts of the preceding decade and thus is large enough to 
support viable programs. 

Faculty productivity is limited by two factors. First, members teach too many courses 
thereby fragmenting their time into small blocks that are not conducive to cutting-edge 
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research and quality interaction with students. And second, meager technical support 
means that sophisticated laboratory equipment is primarily the responsibility of a principal 
investigator with access to extramural research funds. The outcome of this sees academic 
stars turned into laboratory technicians.  

Faculty evaluation could be enhanced by precise articulation of clearly specified guidelines. 
For research, the self-evaluation’s description of the process for evaluating the faculty, 
either for promotion or for faculty already at the full professor level, is terse. It simply 
states (p.63), “The promotion procedure is based on University regulations, including 
initial recommendations and a decision by the Departmental Council. This step is followed 
by an evaluation by the Subcommittee for Promotions and Nominations of the Faculty of 
Humanities and Social Sciences, an external professional committee, and the supreme 
University committee for promotions and nominations.” No description is provided 
regarding how the external committee is formed or whether the evaluation includes 
assessments by leading national and international scholars. One can perhaps infer that the 
process is similar to those in other universities internationally, but the self-evaluation 
could be clearer. One potential issue is that the Subcommittee for Promotions and 
Nominations of the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences may not have the expertise to 
evaluate the qualifications of, say, a faculty member in physical geography or geographic 
information science, and they may not appreciate a candidate whose strength is in the 
integration of disparate disciplines. However, no specific instances of perceived unfairness 
were brought to our attention. 

For all faculty members, the Department tabulates the papers published in the major 
professional journals, and the information for each faculty member is available in their CVs. 
However, once a faculty member is promoted to full professor, no formal method for 
subsequent evaluations is described—i.e., no formal method to use external reviews to 
evaluate the quality of the person’s work aside from counting papers—nor do there seem 
to be formal mechanisms to reward continuing excellence or extraordinary performance at 
the full professor level. In particular, salary increases seem to be tied to longevity in the job, 
rather than excellence. Faculty with extramural research grants can draw extra salary from 
them, but this mechanism favors those in fields where extramural funding is the norm 
rather than the exception. 

 

4.5 Research 

Geographical research at Ben-Gurion University is dynamic, progressive, and recognized 
internationally as being very strong. There is evidence of significant strategic thinking 
being conducted within the university and the department with regard to how to develop 
research activities in an environment where resources have to be won competitively, 
where the goal is international recognition, and where faculty retirements present the 
opportunity to reconsider research directions and priorities. This strong research culture 
was evident during the visit to the department, where research groups demonstrated their 
dynamism and the constructive links between faculty, research students, and their 
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laboratory facilities. 

Research is organized around four thematic areas and although physical space for research 
tends to largely be structured around laboratories focused on single faculty members, 
research agendas are somewhat more collaborative. The areas are planning/human 
geography, environmental studies, geomorphology and Geographic Information 
Technologies (GIT). Across these areas, nine specific research themes, or tracks, are 
identified: applied GIT; indigenous and nomadic societies, dynamic urban growth 
modeling, regional development and tourism, planning processes and methodologies, 
theories of urban and regional space, sustainability studies, Aeolian processes, and desert 
fluvial studies. It is apparent that there are, on the one hand, synergies (some realized and 
some potential) between activities in each of these areas, while on the other hand, no 
attempt is made to cover the full fields of the sub-disciplines. It was noted in discussion 
that collegiality pervades the consideration of Department futures. However, it was also 
noted that there is not currently a research committee in the Department, a feature that is 
common in many, if not most, research-dynamic departments elsewhere (i.e., in North 
America and Europe). This might be considered for the future, as it would demonstrate 
clearly the importance of research to the Department and would give it a formal place 
within Departmental executive considerations. 

The department places emphasis on excellence in publications and outputs, with 35% of 
published journal papers in the period between 2006 and 2010 appeared in top 
international journals (e.g., Annals, Association of American Geographers, Urban Geography, 
Landscape Ecology, Ecological Economics, International Journal of GIS, Journal of Hydrology, 
and Earth Surface Processes and Landforms). The mean publication rate for the assessment 
period is five publications per faculty member per year, with two per year in the top 
journals. Many outputs are co-authored between faculty and research students, or 
demonstrate collaborations with international research figures. Additional outputs occur in 
the form of book chapters and conference proceedings, while the department also authored 
or edited 11 books during the assessment period. 

Geography at Ben-Gurion University has an excellent record of attracting research funding 
(US$ 3.2 million in grants from 2006 to 2010). GIT (including remote sensing) and 
geomorphology dominate research income generation; a not-unexpected, and a perfectly 
healthy, situation given the resource-demands of these fields, and a distribution that is not 
to the determent of the human geography/planning/environmental fields. A consequence 
of the level of income that is raised, which has a 43-57% split between competitively-won 
and non-competitive sources, is that the GIT and geomorphology areas have laboratories 
and field equipment that are outstanding and internationally competitive. This additionally 
reflects the strong international research links that the faculty involved in these 
laboratories have. It is further noted that there are important, and in some cases long-
standing, collaborations between departmental faculty and faculty in other Ben-Gurion 
disciplines, including the Desert Research Station and the Eilat Campus. 

New physical space is being created for research areas where the Department has recently 
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grown or is intending to grow (e.g., environmental studies and planning), but there may be 
future issues regarding available space if some of the newer initiatives grow in terms of 
personnel and student numbers. There is also evidence of renewed investment in research 
infrastructure in those areas where BGU has a long-standing reputation, for exam in 
Aeolian research field and laboratory equipment, where an old wind tunnel has been 
relocated and refurbished, and a new experimental facility constructed. This also mirrors 
staffing changes, where a new appointment in the area of Aeolian processes has been made 
in anticipation of the retirement of a long-standing faculty member. This demonstrates 
department forward-thinking, succession planning, and commitment to retaining its 
standing in a research area that is very relevant to the Negev context. 

A further example of forward-thinking in research is current departmental consideration 
for developing the planning track of research (and teaching). The Committee notes the 
strategic thinking that lies behind this, but urges the Department to consider possible 
wider implications for coverage of other areas of human geography where there has been 
long-standing activity.  

BGU Geographical research is healthy, considered, internationally-competitive, and subject 
to strategic consideration. It is a central part of the Departmental dynamic and this feeds 
off positively to teaching and the reputation of the Department. Nonetheless, the 
Department is at a critical juncture in research terms with faculty retirements imminent, 
but there is strong evidence that this can be taken as an opportunity to further strengthen 
the department’s research standing. 
 

4.6 Broader Organizational Structure 

The Department of Geography and Environmental Development at Ben-Gurion University 
sits in the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences. Although funding is not 
commensurate with the science-based aspects of Geography, the unit benefits from the fact 
that the Faculty’s Dean is a geographer who knows and understands the field. Geography is 
not well served by the Faculty’s funding formula for TA stipends, but overall, there appear 
to be no major organizational issues for Geography at Ben-Gurion.  

4.7 Infrastructure 

The Department is located in a relatively new building and has small, but adequate, lab 
space for geomorphology, sustainability, and urban planning. The self-evaluation reported 
that the department lacked lab space, but this problem has partially been addressed with 
the addition of a new planning lab in the basement of the building and expansion of the 
Aeolian Simulation Lab at an off-campus location. The university also has entertained the 
Department’s request for a full-time lab technician, which would greatly relieve busy and 
productive faculty members of technical duties.  
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Chapter 5: Recommendations 
 

5.1 Congratulatory Remarks 
 

Ben-Gurion University’s Department of Geography and Environmental Development 
consists of a highly motivated, collegial, and productive faculty. Members have responded 
to dynamic trends in the discipline of geography to specialize in urban and regional 
planning, geographic information technologies, environmental studies, and 
geomorphology. These interests dovetail nicely with the University’s mission as “the 
University of the Negev” and its aspirations for global leadership in dry-land science. 
Strategic planning and adjusting to change are ongoing and thoughtful processes as 
evidenced by recent restructuring of the undergraduate program through the replacement 
of the previous track system with a common core curriculum and differentiation of faculty 
teaching loads according to PhD supervision. Ben-Gurion Geography now has the 
opportunity to refresh its academic programs with rapid turnover in faculty due to 
upcoming retirements.  
 

5.2 University-level Recommendations 

• In conjunction with other geography programs in Israel, begin a dialogue about how 
to best utilize the nation’s scare educational resources. The current system of 
repeating a broad range of specialties across five major universities is inefficient 
and hinders any single department from achieving international excellence in 
research. 

• Rethink the current strategy of hiring academic stars that may or may not fit with 
departmental aspirations and needs. Instead, emphasize programmatic hires that 
build on strengths or bridge previously interconnected fields. 

• Provide incentives for interdisciplinary, collaborative work. In the form of salary 
increases or funding for research students. New research directions are at the edges 
of traditional disciplines and considerable top-down effort is often needed to break 
down disciplinary obstacles to interdisciplinary research.  

• Reinstate a budget for field trips and extra-classroom experiences for BA students in 
geography. Field skills are critical to student learning in many subfields of 
geography. 

• Refocus PhD programs at the University level to ensure that some PhD students 
could use high-level research training in government and private sectors. 
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5.3 Department-level Recommendations. 

• Restructure the current curriculum and reduce the proliferation of two-credit 
courses in favor of a more traditional curriculum consisting of three-and four-credit 
courses. The current system does not allow enough depth for students to process 
what they learn, to relate it to other coursework or personal experiences, and to 
integrate it into larger knowledge systems. 

• Focus the urban planning program on a niche area, such as desert cities, 
sustainability, environmental planning, or tourism and regional development. It 
would be very difficult for the department to mount an internationally recognized 
comprehensive urban planning program with fewer than 10 or 12 faculty members.  

• Move the required GIS class to the first or second semester and increase the number 
of course hours to at least three. GIS is a vital tool for a modern geographer, and 
instruction in this field must come early so it can be integrated into other aspects of 
the BA program. The current system of one two-hour course in the fourth semester 
is untenable in a technical, science-based discipline where visualization and analysis 
are important for inquiry and learning. 

• Develop and implement immediately a systematic tracking system for students and 
graduates. Student graduation rates and later career success are key metrics for the 
quality of the instructional program. 

• Add more rigorous spatial analytic training at the graduate level. Either develop a 
freestanding course in spatial analysis or include this material as a major 
component of the existing statistics course. 

• Reduce the number of undergraduate students in coursework designed for graduate 
students. MA courses should be appropriately advanced.  

• Revise procedures and priorities for hiring teaching assistants, giving priority to 
doctoral, over MA, students. Hiring the MA students because they earn lower 
stipends saves money, but deprives undergraduate students of the most capable 
teaching assistants and limits teaching experience for PhD students. 

• Add a professional dimension to the traditional Ph.D. program to recognize that few 
PhD graduates will take up faculty positions in Israeli universities. Research training 
should be balanced between a government and private-sector orientation along 
with the traditional basic research that the academy values.  
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Signed by: 

 

     

_________________________  ____________________________ 

Prof. Patricia Gober    Prof. Michael Batty     

 

             

  __ __  ____________________________ 

Prof. David Thomas    Prof. Mark Rosentraub  

 

       

_________________________  __________________________ 

Prof. Yochanan Kushnir   Prof. Baruch Kipnis     

 

     

  __ __   

Prof. Jeff Dozier    
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Appendix 1: Copy of Letter of Appointment 
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Appendix 2: Site Visit Schedule 
 

DEPARTMENT OF GEOGRAPHY AND ENVIROMENTAL 
DEVELOPMENT 

BEN-GURION UNIVERSITY OF THE NEGEV 
 

14th-15th March 2012, Room 250 Building 72 
 

 
Wednesday March 14, 2012  

 

Time Subject Participants 

10:00-10:45 Opening session with the 
heads of the institution and the 
senior staff member appointed 
to deal with quality 
assessment  

Rector – Prof. Zvi Hacohen 
Deputy Rector – Prof. Steve  Rosen 
Dean – Prof. David Newman (is abroad) 

Chair – Prof. Pua Bar 

10:45-11:20 Meeting with the chair  and 
two representatives of the 
department  

Dept. Chair – Prof. Pua Bar 

Prof. Avinoam Meir; Prof. Dan Blumberg 

11:20-12:30 Tour of campus (classes, 
library, offices of faculty 
members, computer labs etc.) 

Leading laboratory tour: Prof. Tal 
Svoray & Dr. Meidad Kissinger; 

Laboratories: 

GIS, Remote Sensing, Geo-Ecology, 
Geomorphology, Sustainability & 
Environmental Policy, Planning  

12:30-13:20 Lunch  

13:20-13:50 

 

 

 

 

 

Meeting with senior faculty 
and representatives of relevant 
committees 
(teaching/curriculum 
committee, admissions 
committee, appointment 
committee)* 

 

Teaching Committee (B.A.): Prof. Tal 
Svoray, Prof. Shaul Krakover, Dr Itzak 
Katra; 

Teaching Committee (M.A.): Prof. Eli 
Stern; 

Teaching Committee (Ph.D.) : Prof. 
Oren Yiftachel;  
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13:50-14:10 

 

14:10-14:30 

 Admission Committee: Dr. Itzak Katra; 
Prof. Eli Stern; 

Department Committee: Prof. Shaul 
Krakover; Prof. Jonathan Laronne, Dr. 
Nurit Alfasi, Dr. Meidad Kissinger;  

Promotions and Appointments  
Committee:  

For Senior Lecturer – Prof. Oren 
Yiftachel, Prof. Tal Svoray;  

For Assistant Prof. & Full Prof. - Prof. 
Shaul Krakover, Prof. Dan Blumberg; 

14:30-14:50 Break Break 

14:50-15:20 Closed Door Committee 
Meeting 

 

15:20-15:40 Visit at the Aeolic Simulation 
laboratory (Bergman  Campus) 

Dr. Itzak Katra, Prof. Dan Blumberg; 

 

 

Thursday, March 15, 2012 
 

Time Subject Participants 

10:00-10:45 Meeting with Scholars from 
Related Fields who collaborate 
with the Geography 
Department  

(as indicated in the self 
evaluation report) 

Dr. Arnon Shturm, Information Systems 
Engineering; Prof. Yoni Efrat, Institutes 
for Desert Research; Professor Michael 
Prieger, Epidemiology; Prof. Hendrik 
Bruins, Institutes for Desert Research; 
Prof. Stanley Rotman, Electrical & 
Computer Engineering  ;  Prof. Nati 
Urieli, Tourism & Hotel Administration; 
Prof. Arnon Karnieli, Institutes for 
Desert Research. 
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10:45-11:45 Meeting with Bachelors 
students* 

   

 

 Meeting with Master's 
Students and Junior Faculty 
(teaching assistants) 

 

 

 

12:00-13:00 Meeting with the Dean of the  
Faculty of Humanities and 
Social Sciences 

Dean – Prof. David Newman 

13:00-13:00 Lunch  

13:30-14:30 Meeting with Ph.D. students 

 

 

14:30-15:00 Closed-door working meeting 
of the committee 

 

15:00-15:45 Summation meeting with 
heads of the institution and of 
the department 

Rector – Prof. Zvi Hacohen 
Deputy Rector – Prof. Steve Rosen 
Dean – Prof. David Newman 

Chair – Prof. Pua Bar 
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