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September 7, 2015
The Members of the International Committee for the Evaluation of Social Work and Human Services
Study Programs.

Ms. Alex Buslovich-Bilik, Committee Coordinator
Quality Assessment Division
Council for Higher Education

Dear Ms. Buslovich-Bilik and Committee Members

Response of Ashkelon Academic College to the International Evaluation Committee’s Draft
Report of July 2015

First, we would like to state that we were surprised and amazed with the Evaluation Committee’s report
and especially its conclusions regarding our MSW program. Our astonishment is especially great in view
of the praise lavished on us by the Committee’s members both at the start and at the conclusion of their
site visit.

We would like to emphasize that Ashkelon Academic College’s BSW program has been operating for
over twenty years — from 1990 to 2003 under the auspices of Bar Ilan University, and from that year to
the present as an independent academic institution. The 600 students enrolled in the School of Social
Work are testament to the high regard in which it is held throughout the region. Thousands of the
program’s alumnae hold senior positions in the region and countrywide, and maintain professional
contact with the College via its conferences and training seminars.

As of 1 October 2015 Prof. Menachem Monnickendam will replace Prof. Ruben Schindler as Head of the
School of Social Work. We thank Prof. Schindler for his great part in the advancement and development
of the School.

Before listing the recommendations made by the Evaluation Committee that we intend to implement
immediately, we would like to point out several of the Committee’s conclusions that are at odds with
the facts, possibly as a result of misunderstanding or because data were misleadingly presented:

1.  Academic Faculty

Most of the Committee’s criticisms seem to hinge on the “tenure” of our faculty members. The
erroneous conclusions drawn in this regard are based either on a misunderstanding of the data or an
unclear presentation by us. The following are the facts regarding this matter, alongside some
clarifications:
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1.1 Our senior faculty’s mode of employment: the College has a collective contract with the National
Faculty Union whereby all full-time senior members of faculty, from the rank of lecturer upwards,
have tenure (section 18 of the agreement). Dismissal of any faculty member employed under these
conditions is possible only in accordance with the rules specified in the agreement and with College
regulations which are subject to it. The fact that the contract is automatically renewed each year
does not in any way compromise the stability of faculty members’ posts. This mode of em ployment
is used in order to monitor the number of each staff member’s teaching hours and research hours,
which are added or subtracted to balance each other. We are aware that faculty members have
complained of lack of employment security, but we are confident that this stems from
misunderstanding, possibly due to their unawareness of the agreement with the Union. Our
faculty’s employment stability is demonstrated by their considerable length of service:

Out of 29 senior faculty members, 16 lecturers have been working at the School between 10 and 20
consecutive years;

9 others have been working between 8-9 consecutive years;

4 have been working between 3-6 consecutive years.

(See enclosed seniority table in Appendix A).

Needless to say, these facts and the annually self-renewing employment contract cannot have a
negative impact on the School’s academic development and routine functioning as described in the
report, since the majority of the academic faculty have been employed at the School for ma ny years
and enjoy professional advancement within it.

Further proof can be found within the report itself, where the Committee has stated that:

"The faculty comprises of 22 full-time and 27 part-time lecturers. Fifteen faculty members are
associate professors, 6 are senior lecturers and 6 are lecturers. The majority hold a PhD."

These figures are outstanding among Israel’s colleges, and are reflected in the Planning and
Budgeting Committee’s Index of Teaching Quality, in which Ashkelon Academic College has
maintained the lead ever since the Index was created in 2010 as a budgeting measure. Moreover,
we have exceeded its goals for 2016. The following are the Teaching Quality Index data as set by the
PBC (number of students per senior lecturer) compared to the College’s data:

Academic Year Students per Senior Lecturer-
(AAC Actual Data )

2010 37.5

2011 37

2012 36

2013 33.5

2014 30.5

2015 275

CHE goal for 2016: 39 Students per Senior Lecturer
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Regarding the Committee’s assertion (pg. 9, section 5) that only the head of the School and his
deputy are tenured employees, this is unarguably based on a misunderstanding, since all academic
faculty employment contracts, including Prof. Schindler’s and Dr. Lifshitz's, are identical and set out
in precisely the same terms. This represents our employment strategy, which, once again, does not
compromise the status of the faculty in the opinion of our legal advisors. Please find enclosed in
Appendix B sample contracts, including the contracts of Prof. Schindler and Dr. Lifshitz.

All the above notwithstanding, if the Committee deems it preferable to employ core faculty
members under five-year contracts, we are prepared to do so immediately.

1.2 Adjunct Faculty ~AAC employs external teaching staff whose main teaching activity is not at the
College, or the number of whose working hours does not justify full-time employment. Thus far, the
employment structure for this group of lecturers granted eight months’ salary, which complies with
the regulations of the Council for Higher Learning and is standard practice at all Israeli institutions of
higher education. AAC is not unusual in applying these conditions; in fact, it is one of a handful of
colleges in which the number of such employees is significantly smaller than the average. It should
also be noted that as soon as the Council for Higher Education agreed in principle to a change in this
mode of employment, we presented the faculty with a proposal to move to a 12-month
employment basis.

1.3 Practical training instructors: our BSW program has always included practical training, starting from
the students’ first year. This decision required recruitment of many field work instructors, who are
remunerated as follows: one payment unit for every two first-year students, and one unit for each
second- or third-year student. The program employs a total of 283 field work instructors under this
payment scheme. These instructors are social workers and graduates of the Instructors’ Course at
the AAC or at other academic institutions, but they are not part of our program’s permanent or
temporary faculty. Their primary employment is as social workers in the public sector, and they
meet with the School’s students at their workplace.

2. Aims and Tasks:

The College’s stated policy is to promote accessibility and excellence. We do not believe that these goals
conflict with or impede each other. Academic accessibility is a national goal, and colleges have been
established in Israel expressly to achieve it. At the same time, to avoid the possibility that the focus on
accessibility should impair excellence, we have also made provision for the second aim. The College
allocates over two million NIS of its annual budget to the purpose of motivating and developing our
faculty in various areas, including research, training, international conventions and publications. With
relation to the student body, the College allocates special annual budgets to the absorption of
outstanding students, and grants annual scholarships to students who achieve excellent grades. The
scholarship budget also finances students’ participation in post-graduate programs in Israel and abroad.
The total budget allocated over the last three years to encouraging outstanding students was
approximately 1.5 million NIS.
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The Committee incorrectly asserts that most of our faculty members are teachers rather than
researchers; yet it does state that the AAC faculty comprises senior lecturers, including professors and
doctors, as stated earlier. In reality, only three of our 29 senior faculty members (as seen in the table in
Appendix A) rank as Doctoral Instructors, and all are part of the research track rather than of the
teaching staff.

A considerable number of the School’s faculty members are engaged in academic writing and research
in various disciplines, and three of our faculty members have been placed in sabbatical programs at
renowned international teaching and research institutions, with the financial support of the College:

Dr. Vardit Zerem-Ulman — Mailman School of Public Health, Columbia University, NY

Dr. Shir Daphna-Tekoah — Mount Sinai Hospital, under Prof. Gilligan of NYU.

Dr. Nomi Werbeloff — Research associate at London’s University College.

Publications and studies by our faculty members are listed in our report (see pp. 50-64).
3. Existing mechanisms for promoting professional development of the School’s faculty:
The School has several mechanisms to support its faculty’s professional development:

e Each new faculty member is provided by the School’s administration with all syllabi relevant to
his or her teaching field, and is assigned either one or two mentors from the School’s
experienced faculty for the duration of the first teaching year. In addition, he / she is provided
with all syllabi relevant to his or her teaching field.

e Inaddition, all our lecturers are part of specific content groups (such as - the foundations of
social work, policy-making, statistics and research methods, group intervention methods,
sociology and psychology). The groups meet several times a year for mutual lea rning and
professional support

4, Students

The Committee states that 20% of our students are accepted under special conditions. We would like to
emphasize that the AAC is the first educational institution to offer a BSW course in the southern region
of Israel, which in the late 1990s and the 2000s was in dire need of social workers due to the growth of
the immigrant population. In recent years, in light of the difficult security situation a special need has
arisen for professionals to assist and strengthen communal resilience and the ability to deal with
traumatic events in the region.

In view of this reality we formulated an acceptance policy that enables young members of these
emigrant families to study with us, a decision of which we are proud. The students interviewed by the
Committee have testified to its success.

Regarding dropout rates, it is correct that during one year only, 2009, rates approached 20%, due to
exceptional temporary circumstances; while in 2010 and 2011 dropout rates were between seven and
twelve percent (see p. 38 of AAC report). The 2012 rate, which does not appear in the report, was a
mere 10%. Moreover, prior to writing this response we contacted 557 students who have graduated
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from the program in the past three years, and have found that 72 of them are enrolled in or have
completed postgraduate studies. Although this was a cursory review, it does show that 13% of our
students have chosen to continue their studies after becoming fully qualified social workers.

Below are the Committee’s recommendations which we are in the process of implementing:

Committee Recommendation Steps toward Implementation (including
timetable)

1. To ensure a satisfactory academic level over If the Committee deems it preferable to

time the Committee strongly recommends that employ core faculty members under five-

the School change its employment strategy with year contracts, we are prepared to do so

a view to achieving a better balance between immediately.

permanent and non-permanent positions.
Secure employment for instance, via 5 year
contracts, will contribute to creating a more
cohesive and committed academic faculty that
would be able to invest in the development of
their academic careers and teaching abilities
more readily and consistently. In addition, this
will also benefit the curriculum, and may
eventually enable the recruitment of highly
trained and experienced faculty members and
increased academic standards.

2. The students need and will benefit from | Research-related courses

courses designed to enhance critical reading and | The School’s syllabus allocates approximately 14
academic writing. We recommend that the | t€aching hours per semester to research- and
statistics-related courses, distributed as follows:
three hours in the first year, two in the second

curriculum also be enriched with courses

particularly addressing social work practice in year, and-twoin the format 6f a seniinat course
multicultural societies and coping with trauma — | i\ the third year.

in line with the stated aims of the School. Focus Courses

It should be noted that during their third year,
students take two focus courses (selecting from
the topics of Emigration, Addictions, Poverty or
Gerontology), accounting for four more yearly
teaching hours. To complement these in-depth
courses, students carry out their own small-scale
study. These courses enable students to extend
their knowledge of areas in which they wish to
specialize.

The syllabus, and content relating to
multiculturalism in Israeli society

Subjects that pertain to various minority groups
in Israel are integrated into many of our courses —
basic courses and introductions (Introduction to
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Committee Recommendation Steps toward Implementation (including
timetable)

Israeli Sociology and Society, Introduction to
Social Welfare, Population and Services) as well
as focus courses (Focus on Emigration and Focus
on Poverty).

Over and above this, following the Evaluation
Committee’s recommendation, the syllabus will
be augmented with a course on Multiculturalism
and Social Work Practice in Diverse Societies, as
well as a course on Trauma taught by lecturers
from the School who specialize in this field.

3. Given the career developmental stage of the Following the Committee’s recommendations,
majority of faculty members, a formal academic two formal mentoring systems will be instituted
mentoring system is recommended to enhance for the benefit of faculty members at the start of

career development and eventually increase the | their professional or academic writing and
academic achievements of faculty members and research careers:

the academic standing of the College. As the A. Official teaming of each faculty member
faculty is relatively young and at the early career at the start of his or her career with a
stage, it is recommended that such mentoring veteran faculty member, for ongoing
should be sought from more established professional guidance.

universities. B. Reestablishing learning groups in various

fields, in which faculty members present
their academic and research work for
mutual discussion and consultation.

5. MSW Program

Our proposal for an MSW program has undergone close examination for over two years by a respected
academic committee comprising three senior professors from Israeli academies, and was unanimously
approved. The committee members included:

® Prof. llan Lavie, School of Social Work, Haifa University
e Prof. Rami Benbenishty, School of Social Work, Bar Ilan University
e Prof. Shimon Shapiro, School of Social Work, Tel Aviv University

It was also approved by a forum representing the Planning and Budgeting Committee and the College
Sub-Committee appointed by the Council for Higher Education.

We would have welcomed the opportunity to present the program to the Committee and to inform it of
its advanced status in the endorsement process. It should also be noted that the program focuses on
aging and not, as the Committee’s report states, on youth. We see no contradiction between the
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specializations of faculty members in the BSW and in the MSW programs, since most of the latter are
gerontology professors recruited expressly for the MSW program.

The Committee’s decision to withhold authorization of the MSW program until the next visit by an
International Evaluation Committee, at an unspecified date that may well occur in the very distant
future, would have a devastating effect on the School, which, as previously mentioned, serves 600
students from the disadvantaged periphery of Israel. The repercussions for our faculty and candidates
may be irreversible. The Committee’s conclusions are founded on a fundamental misunderstanding
originating in unclear information regarding conditions of employment. In light of the above, | would be
grateful for your reexamination of the facts as presented herein, and rectification of the Committee’s
conclusions where required.

Yours sincerely

Prof. Shlomo Grossman, President

’nr. aﬂﬂ?

CC: Prof. Shimon Sharvit, Rector
Dr Pinhas Haliwa, C.E.O
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Appendix B
Examples of employment contracts
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