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Systems at Work
INTERACTIVES
The Systems at Work exhibit interactive features are spread through the gallery and reflect the era in which they are placed. Thus the interactive for 1808 is a very low tech one – seeing what an early American newspaper looked like. The interactive for 2005, on the other hand, utilizes the same computerized handheld devices used by the USPS.


1808

The U.S. Gazette newspaper was one of thousands of newspapers that made up the majority of mail through the first decades of mail service in the U.S. The founding fathers believed that citizens needed to be fully informed in order to participate in the government, and low-cost or free delivery of newspapers was created to fill that need. 
1859, 1885, 1997

Visitors are invited to take a postcard in the 1859 section and use it to a create cancellation mark. Additional locations for cancellation marks are found in the 1885 and 1997 sections of the exhibit. After the addition of postage stamps to the mail system in 1847, handstamps were developed to allow clerks to cancel a series of stamps more quickly. Over the decades the handstamps grew from simple cancelling devices to offering markings that included date, location, and even time of day the marking was applied. By 1997, machines had taken over all but a small minority of cancellation duties for America’s mail.
1917

Visitors will leave this interactive understanding that among the duties of a postal clerk was the ability to hit a target with the talent of a modern NBA star. Parcels, bundles of letters, and rolled up newspapers were all sorted in larger post offices by clerks who chucked each one at the correct mail sack or pouch among dozens arrayed in front of him, usually in a large U-shape. Visitors will be challenged to get each package into the right mail sack in front of them. The interactive area is backed by the giant image of clerks making those throws in the early 20th century.
1968

By 1968 ZIP Codes had become part of the American postal scene. The five-digit numbers were used by clerks to send each letter on its way with the help of large mechanized machines. Visitors are challenged to do their best at the computerized version of a MPLSM, or a Multi-Position Letter Sorting Machine. Postal clerks spent hours at the machines funky keyboards, moving mail along at the rate of more than 1 per second.  
2005

In 21st century mail processing, the numeric code assigned to each address has a number of uses. Machines use codes that far exceed the scant five-digits of the original ZIP Code. Machines attach 30-plus digit codes to each piece of mail. Software lets machines track the mail passing through, correcting bad addresses or forwarding mail during the processing period. It delivers the mail to letter carriers in their route order, for swifter delivery. Visitors are invited to learn some of the ways postal employees use handheld Intelligent Mail Devices (IMDs) to mark or learn more about a piece of mail.
Today

America’s postal system is under scrutiny. Mail volume, which peaked at 212,234,000,000 pieces in 2007, is shrinking. The U.S. Postal Service is working to position itself to continue its mandate to provide mail to everyone among a host of challenges. While mail volume drops, the number of delivery addresses grows, creating a financial Catch-22 for a service that relies on postage funds for financing. Visitors will be asked to consider a series of three regularly-rotating questions at the end of the exhibit and offer their thoughts on the matter. The original three questions posted will be: 

1. What role does mail play in your life

2. What is the biggest challenge facing USPS today

3. Design a machine for handling mail at some part in the process – what would it be / look like?
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