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PHANZA represents the interests of professional historians in Aotearoa New Zealand. We 
currently have 180 members who work in a diverse range of roles. Some are employed by 
central and local government, including institutions such as archives, libraries and 
museums. Others are independent contractors. One of the roles of PHANZA under our 
constitution is to represent professional historians in public discussions, such as about 
tertiary education.  

For the most part, PHANZA’s members do not work at universities. However, some 
PHANZA members have worked at universities in the course of their careers, while others 
may do some work for universities on a part-time or casual basis. PHANZA members are 
also called on to provide professional training, mentoring and support to graduates who 
intend to work in the history, heritage and museum sectors.  

PHANZA has a clear interest in the future of history and wider humanities scholarship 
within universities, because the roles of public and university historians are complementary 
and mutually reinforcing. The public history profession relies on high-quality teaching 
within universities to produce new cohorts of historians who can take up history-related 
roles outside the university. 

PHANZA members are required to have a post-graduate qualification in history or a related 
discipline. In their professional work they generate historical knowledge of significant 
relevance to the wider public sphere. 

PHANZA’s submission addresses only some of the UAG’s Phase 1 consultation questions. We 
have seen and endorse the Phase 1 submission by the New Zealand Historical Association 
(NZHA). 

1. What should be the primary functions of universities for a contemporary world? 

Universities are complex and multifaceted organisations. Functioning at their best, they 
provide their graduates with critical thinking skills, alongside any discipline-specific skills. 
The ability to think critically supports graduates’ personal and professional development 
throughout their life, which in turn supports the communities those graduates live in.  

At university, history graduates are taught how to think analytically and critically about 
complex political, social, cultural, economic and environmental themes that are applicable to 
a wide range of potential careers, including teaching, heritage interpretation and 
management, journalism, public policy, publishing, and roles in cultural institutions such as 
museums, archives and libraries.  

Among other skills, they develop a clear understanding of how we got to where we are now; 
how change occurs and the possibilities that are inherent in change; and how to unpick the 
nuance and detail of the past and make connections to the present. They learn to analyse 
developments over extended time periods, which aids understanding and accountability in a 
world of crises, tensions and distractions. They also learn the importance of storytelling, how 
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to keep important stories alive, how stories move us forward, and how different types of 
audience engage with stories in different ways. 

History plays a critical role in society. Knowledge of the past is a source of wisdom for the 
future, particularly in a time of political instability, climate and environmental crises, and 
economic upheaval. It is of fundamental importance to our society that we continue to 
produce graduates with the best possible disciplinary training in history.  

2. What should be the long-term shape of the university sector in New Zealand so that it meets 
these primary roles? 

A strong university offers high-quality degree and diploma programmes across a range of 
disciplines. Stable funding that is not reliant on demographic ebbs and flows better enables 
long-term planning and the deliberate and conscious shaping of university programmes to 
fulfil their role in society. 

Like the NZHA, PHANZA is very concerned about the decline in permanent academic 
positions in history programmes across the country. Reduced staffing means reduced 
diversity in the range of historical subjects and geographic areas that are researched and 
taught. Within history programmes, stable funding not reliant on EFTS can enable the 
research and teaching of more specialised and cutting-edge historical topics. Such 
specialisation is important to greater understanding of the world we live in and to those 
parts of society that are otherwise often under-represented.  

4. Can the eight universities function better as a holistic system to meet New Zealand’s needs? If 
so, how to establish a more differentiated yet cooperative sector? 

We are concerned that this question suggests a desire to merge the eight universities into one 
‘University of Aotearoa’, or that programmes could be centralised to just one location with 
similar programmes cut at other institutions.  

Our members work across a wide spectrum of society, and across every region of the motu.  
Few history graduates take only history courses during their degrees. The opportunity to 
study other subjects alongside history shapes and informs those that emerge from the 
university as history graduates, who then go on to shape and inform many aspects of New 
Zealand society.  

Were history programmes centralised to just one location this would prevent students at 
other universities from studying history alongside their primary programme of study. 
Likewise, it would prevent those studying history from having that study informed by the 
other subjects they might have taken as part of their degree, but that are no longer offered at 
the university they are studying at. Such centralisation would also risk diminishing the study 
of regional histories in favour of the history of whatever region the centralised university was 
in, simply due to proximity of sources.  

Any new model must remove the need for universities to compete with each other for 
students.  

5. How research-intensive do New Zealand universities have to be? Do they need to be research 
intensive in all subjects? 

University history teaching must be research-led. As any of our members could attest, the 
best history is that taught by those creating that history. True historical learning cannot 
come only from reading a book – history is not simply an accumulation of facts but how we 
interpret sources from the past in wider context.  



6. What is the appropriate mix of offerings in teaching, research, and knowledge transfer across 
the system to meet economic, environmental, and social challenges? 

These are inextricable; one cannot be given priority over another.  

7. What are the most appropriate approaches to ensure excellence in teaching, research, 
knowledge transfer and community engagement? 

Properly resource university programmes so staff can focus on their research and teaching. 
Let them make long-term plans for their research and courses without the constant concern 
that the course will be discontinued the following year, or that administrative burden will 
prevent them from completing their research.  

It takes time to build strong history, and heritage and museum studies, courses; time to 
build up teaching resources; and time to build up expertise within a programme.  

Our membership can provide many positive examples of small history programmes 
producing outstanding graduates who go on to have careers of national importance in many 
spheres. However, excellence in teaching, research, knowledge transfer and community 
engagement would be better ensured by higher staffing numbers in programmes allowing for 
greater breadth of subject coverage, and lower individual administrative burdens. The 
current funding model is too reliant on demographic fluctuations, so that many of New 
Zealand’s university history programmes have been whittled away by attrition due to not 
replacing staff who have departed, and more recently by forced (and “voluntary”) 
resignations.   

The present history programmes must be supported to grow; financial and administrative 
burdens need to be alleviated so that academics can get on with their research and teaching 
unimpeded.  
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