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General Comments 

We are happy that the committee has found that the Racah Institute “is continuing to exhibit the high 

level of Physics research and training expected at one of Israel’s highest ranked universities”. Indeed, 

significant effort has been given over the past several years, with generous help from the university 

administration, to undo the decline that the department (and the university in general) has seen for over 

a decade and a half. 

We are also very happy with the committee’s suggestions that proved to be a positive catalysis of various 

improvements. Below please find our steps towards implementations to the specific recommendations 

raised by the review committee.  

Last, it should be mentioned that that the report did not include a description of the nuclear physics group. 

For posterity, it should be mentioned that we understand from the council of higher education that it was 

omitted accidentally and it shouldn’t not be in anyway perceived that the group is unappreciated. 

Conversely, we note that it is an important field that has seen a world wide rejuvenation over the past 

years and in israel as well (e.g., with the SARAF national project).  

Recommendations and steps towards implementations 

 

Committee Recommendation Steps toward implementation (including time table)  

Important 

Renovation of lab C: The experiments in lab 
C are very old, and in serious need of 
refurbishment. 

Shortly after the review committee visited the Racah Institute, 
the faculty members responsible for Lab C, lead by Prof. John 
Howell, wrote and submitted a detailed program on how to 
introduce new cutting edge experiments as well as upgrade 
the current experiments. The 400k USD was submitted to the 
rector’s office who decided to commit to the upgrade 
program.   
 
Time table:  
● 50k USD were provided already this year 
● The rest would be provided over the subsequent 3 years. 
 
 

Attention to undergraduate mentoring: 
Undergraduates described the program as 

The department has recently started two initiatives to help 
students. These include  
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stressful, and they indicated that it was 
unclear to them who to turn to for advice at 
a personal level. The department should 
institute a more formal mentoring program, 
where faculty are assigned undergrad 
students to contact and meet with 
individually. 
 
 

● The “Physics club” was opened. It was augmented and now 
offers 3 hrs a day / 5 days a week a place where students 
can ask any physics questions from graduate students. We 
have extensively publicized this with the incoming new 
students to ensure that any student requiring help will 
have it readily accessible.  

● The department also started a mentoring program in 
which faculty are assigned a group of students to 
occasionally meet with. This program will be more 
formalized in that any student that appears to be falling 
behind will be actively approached before failing. (e.g., by 
the main courses staff after the midterm and after the first 
final exam, and before the 2nd one).   

 
Additional steps taken to help with the 1st year stress and 
dropout. In particular, these include: 
 
● Coordination between the first year mechanics & relativity 

and E&M courses with the 1st year lab (e.g., reordering 
teaching subjects and demonstrating the experiments in 
the “theoretical” courses).  

● Adding an additional cycle of the primary first year courses 
(in the spring and summer) such that students who failed 
the courses don’t have to wait a whole year to retake 
them.  

 
Time table: Being implemented 

Reevaluation of funding paradigm for 
graduate student stipends: At present, there 
is no fellowship money available for all grad 
student stipends. The support comes 
entirely from TAships and research grants. 
This is unstable, and it can lead to inequities 
among grad students (even within single 
groups) that have gender implications. The 
HUJI should evaluate ways to provide some 
general account line for grad student 
stipends that can be used to smooth over 
discrepancies, and that can provide stable 
funding to all students. 
 

Three years ago, the physics department regularized and 
homogenized the M.Sc program fellowships, and started 
subsidizing part of it. This proved to be very successful, leading 
to across the board satisfaction.  The visit of the review 
committee prompted the regularization of the PhD 
fellowships. This was possible with additional money raised by 
the university administration. From this academic year, the 
PhD fellowships + TAships have been standardized at a level 
are similar to other institutions (e.g., Weizmann and the 
Technion). With the subsidy, PhD advisors now need to cover 
only about 3700 NIS/mo for each PhD student, i.e., less than a 
third of the total income the students get.    
 
Time table: commencing this academic year. 
 

Investigation of the implications of the light-
rail system for experimental laboratories: 
The light-rail line, which is currently under 

The review committee was unaware that the university 
already hired a light-rail expert who gave a list of suggestions 
on how to decrease stray currents. These were discussed and 
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construction close to the RI buildings, can 
have adverse implications for certain 
experimental laboratories. The HUJI should 
undertake a detailed technical study of this 
issue and develop a response to any 
problems that may be anticipated. 

negotiated with the light-rail company over the past 2 years. 
The light-rail company has committed (in our contract) to meet 
stringent constraints - less than 0.1mGauss for magnetic 
radiation throughout the campus. Nonetheless, it will however 
be necessary to follow the actual work and implementation to 
ensure that these specs are met. 
 
In addition, the department avoided building magnetically 
sensitive labs on the eastern side (i.e., in Ross building).   
 
Last, the university negotiated with the ministry of finance the 
funding of a dedicated shielded laboratory building. Labs (from 
physics and other departments) which will prove to be 
sensitive will be relocated to this building, which will be 
primarily for quantum and nano science.  
 
Time table: Technical study and planning already done. New 
building is presently being planned. Construction work are 
planned to start shortly after.  

Advisable 

Reevaluation of the departmental structure 
regarding Applied Physics: The separation 
between the RI and the Applied Physics 
department was presented to us without 
explanation or justification. The HUJI should 
reevaluate the situation to determine 
whether the separation between these two 
departments continues to make sense. 
 
 

The Applied Physics department has until recently been part of 
the school of engineering. It was separated from the 
(primarily) computer science and computer engineering to 
allow its growth to become a full fledged engineering 
department. This would have been hindered if part of physics. 
If future growth will not prove to be successful, merging with 
the department of physics is a viable option. 
 
Time table: Re-evaluation was planned to take place 5 years 
after Applied Physics joined the science department (i.e., 5 
years from 2 years ago).  
 

Continued negotiation with the university 
regarding the space allocation on campus: 
The fact that physics faculty are spread 
across 5 distinct buildings impairs the 
cohesiveness of the department and inhibits 
collaboration. The HUJI should think 
creatively about ways to rectify the 
situation. 

The department started examining two options. One is the 
design of a new central building, which may or may not be 
feasible. The second, which might prove to be a more viable 
solution given the high costs of relocating labs, is to connect 
the main buildings (including the new shielded building) and 
thus form common interaction areas.     

Strategic planning for astrophysics: The 
impending retirements of two of the most 
productive and renowned astrophysicists at 

The university administration has given a free hand in hiring 
the best talents in astrophysics. Indeed, two astrophysicists 
(Nicholas Stone - High Energy theory and Assaf Horesh - 
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RI seriously threaten the continued health of 
the astrophysics program there. The RI 
should formulate a strategic plan to 
reinvigorate the program after these 
retirements take effect. 

Transient / Radio Astronomer) have recently been hired.   The 
department is continuing its active search for very talented 
astrophysicists but will only higher the best to ensure the level 
of the group is met.  
 
Time table: 5 year time scale 

Strategic planning for experimental particle 
physics: The recruitment of two young 
phenomenologists has significantly 
improved the RI research effort in particle 
physics. However, it also argues for the 
initiation of an experimental effort in this 
field. Given the central role of large 
collaborations in particle physics, we 
recommend that the department study the 
issue of how best to position RI with respect 
to the existing experimental portfolio within 
Israel, and across the world. 

As with astrophysics, the department was given a free hand 
in hiring particle physicists and it is actively searching for 
additional HE physicists doing phenomenology and hopefully 
experimental HE.  
 
Again, this is a slow process given that it depends on the pool 
of excellent talents. It took the department well over 2 
decades to establish HE phenomenology. However, now that 
the potential barrier to establish a group was surpassed, it 
should prove to be easier.  
 
Time table: 5 year time scale 
 
 

 

 

 


