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One of the purposes I have set for myself in this column is to occasionally present a slice of Israeli life -- without "politics" intruding -- especially if and when the subject manifests itself in a manner quite different from that found in America. Surprisingly, Israel's higher education scene is one such "anomaly". I'll start with the lighter aspects and move on to the heavier ones.


The academic year in the U.S. ended in early May; in Israel, as you read this, it is still continuing. The year starts a week or so after Sukkot (around mid-to-late October, depending on the Jewish calendar) and classes end sometime in June. I say "classes" because unlike the American university exam period that runs a week or maximum two, Israel's academic exams are given over a two month period!! Actually, it's divided into two periods: Mo'ed Aleph (Period A) and Mo'ed Bet (Period B), each 4-5 weeks. 


Why two exam periods? Several reasons: 1) each student is permitted to take a second exam if s/he fails, or gets a low grade on the first (Jewish mercy?); 2) if students are ill on the exam day, or in army reserve duty, or even on their mandatory, three month post-birth leave, they have another opportunity; 3) for many students it is impossible to take all their exams in one period (explanation forthcoming).


Another major difference is campus life, or more accurately, the lack thereof. Israeli B.A. students are at minimum age 20 (women) and 21 (men) when starting to learn post-army service, and the vast majority by then are living on their own -- and supporting themselves by working at least part-time. It is also not unusual to find a 25 year old freshman, already married with children. Thus, the only ones who live on campus are those in a foreign study program plus some socio-economically disadvantaged students "far" from home (over 50 miles away). The rest commute to campus, usually a full three days a week (8 to 6:00, or 10 to 8:00 or even 10:00). Masters students all work full-time and come to campus for one and a half days. Other than one official Student Day, and a smattering of pre-holiday, evening activities (usually a popular singer), there's not much extra-curricular activity going on. Certainly not sports -- there are no serious, inter-collegiate athletics in Israel! And by extension, no real alumni associations, serious alumni funding drives, etc.


The worst part, however, is the "system": for the B.A., three years of study, not four. Even worse, each course usually offers only 2 credits, meeting once a week (for about 90 minutes). The result of these two systemic elements: each Israeli B.A. student takes approximately ten courses simultaneously!! 


As one can imagine, all this doesn't really enable "deep learning": not living on campus, working part-time, a huge course load packed into only three years (with much English bibliography that many find difficult to handle) -- when and how can they do the readings and write their papers? The answer: the readings are done a week before each exam, ergo the need for several exam weeks and two exam periods (even five weeks isn't enough for ten exams!). I once had a student say to me after the exam: "I didn't realize how interesting your course was until I studied for the exam" -- and he had attended every single class!


Course papers? By university regulations, they can hand them in until the first day of the next academic year! In other words, the course ends in mid-June and I get to grade their papers in mid-October. But as we all know, "time" is a flexible concept in Israel; many students hand in their papers much later than that (paying the university a symbolic penalty). My "record": a B.A. student handed in his seminar paper sixteen years (yup, 16 annums) late!! I asked him what happened: "I got married, 4 kids, became an assistant bank manager..." So why now? I queried. "Because this is my last paper to get my B.A. -- I need to study for the M.A. to continue moving up the corporate ladder..."


Israeli students are very smart; I have had many B.A. students and several PhDs who could easily have successfully completed their studies at Brown or Yale. However, the experience is quite frustrating for professors who want their students to get the most out of their college years. Indeed, what's remarkable is how well Israeli higher education puts out pioneering thinkers and researchers. Another miracle from the Holy Land... 
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