
Theme Three, Case One: REFERENCE INQUIRIES -- Due 7/5 

Jun 24 at 12am 

21 21 unread replies. 25 25 replies.  

You are the curator at the Massachusetts Historical Society, and you have the papers of G. Trumbull 

Atlee Peabody, a former U.S. Senator, consisting of 400 cartons.  One of Atlee’s major activities while in 

Congress was to chair the Committee on Immigration from 1918-1935. You receive the following letter:  

  Dear Sir:  I am a graduate student at the University of Iowa doing a seminar paper on regional attitudes 

toward the immigrant during the 1920s.  Could you please send me photocopies of Senator Peabody’s 

letters that show his attitudes toward immigrants?  I will be glad to pay for photocopies of the entire 

collection. 

  

Questions Presented: 

  

1. What would your general reference services policy be about responding to such letters? 

2. How do you respond to this request about attitudes? 

3. How would you respond to the question about photocopies of the entire collection? 

 

My response to this situation is colored by my volunteer work at the Maine Historical Society. The 

archivist at the historical society does not work directly with the public, but there is an employee who 

works in the research library whose job position includes conducting research on behalf of paying 

patrons. The key word here is “paying” – researchers who employ the services of the historical society’s 

designated researcher pay the society a fee for her services.  

Making materials useable and accessible for researchers is certainly an important aspect of archival 

processing, particularly the preparation of materials and finding aids. I think, though, that perhaps the 

job functions of processing archivist and research archivist should be separate so as to eliminate bias 

when reviewing the materials. While we do form attachments to materials during processing, it is easy 

to become attached to the subjects and therefore form opinions about the subjects. Research should be 

strictly objective and leave personal opinion out of the equation.   

In this instance, I would be inclined to offer research services to the author of this letter for a fee, but 

first I would ask this individual to review the specific holdings available in the G. Trumbull Atlee Peabody 

collection, then request copies of materials that would suit their specific research service. Copying the 

entirety of the collection would be unnecessarily tedious and should be relayed as so to this student.  

As an archivist, it is not my place to judge the content of the collection – at least not in a professional or 

recorded manner. Any perceptions made during the processing or handling of this collection should be 

excluded from any finding aids created for research purposes. I would encourage this graduate student 

to study the finding aids that accompany the collection in question, and request materials based on his 

or her own judgment.  

 

 



Theme Three, Case Two: RESOURCE SHARING -- Due 7/5 

Jun 24 at 12am 

29 29 unread replies. 29 29 replies.  

At a meeting with your boss, the University Librarian, she asks you whether your special collections 

department should begin accepting ILL requests. Apparently, she has been getting a lot of pressure lately 

by her boss to be much more open with special collections. Faculty have complained that their colleagues 

at other institutions do not have sufficient funds to travel to do their research. She suggests that ILL will 

resolve the demands of the faculty. 

  

Questions Presented: 

1. Given the fragile and unique nature of archives and rare books, what would your concerns be in 

shipping such materials? 

2. What exactly is the process of ILL, how does it work, and does it have processes in place that are 

condusive to your concerns for security of the collections 

3. What strategies would you take to respond to this request from your boss? 

 

My concerns, obviously, would be the potential for damage inflicted upon delicate archival materials 

during transit. Collections would require extensive evaluation to determine their suitability for travel – 

materials that are high-risk for damage during shipping should be excluded from any ILL activities.  

ILL stands for inter-library loan. While I’m familiar with the practice with libraries, which library patrons 

can use to request books from other libraries when they are not available at their own institutions, but I 

am not familiar with this practice in an archival setting. Books are checked out from libraries and taken 

home with patrons, but archival materials are never released from their institutions or ‘borrowed’ by 

patrons. For this reason, security would be a major concern when considering the ILL of archival 

materials – the destination of the materials would have to be equipped with comparable security 

features as the archival institution from which they were embarking.  

I would encourage my boss to participate in an ILL within exclusive and explicit guidelines. Materials 

must undergo evaluation to determine their physical suitability for travel; the institution to which they 

would be loaned must be in compliance with specific security precautions; and the shipping company 

used for the transport of these archival materials should be thoroughly vetted to ensure the safety of 

these materials. I would also encourage my boss not to be pressured by the other institutions 

participating in this ILL to transport materials that are too delicate for shipping. Participation should be 

at the discretion of the archivist, not at the urging of individuals who may not understand the 

implications involved in ILL.  


