
NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY SETTLEMENT ASSOCIATION RECORDS
CASE FILES, 1908-1975
Series 41/2
Boxes 1-79 (including one half-size box)

1

History

The Northwestern University Settlement Association was founded in 1891 by a group of
administrators and faculty from Northwestern University in order to provide social services,
educational programs, referrals, and emergency relief to a poor immigrant neighborhood on
Chicago’s near northwest side.  In 1901, after three moves, the Settlement was established in the
building at 1400 West Augusta where it continues to operate as a community center. 

Early Settlement activities centered around acculturating the largely immigrant population
of the 16th Ward and included a picture loan service, a small library, and dance and music
classes. Shortly after its founding, though, the Settlement began to offer additional eleemosynary
services relating to public health and hygiene. During the Great Depression, the Settlement
suspended many of its regular programs in order to dispense food, fuel, clothing and medicine to
needy families. During World War II, the Settlement became a draft registration center and
played an active role in various home front activities. In the 1950s and 1960s the Settlement
greatly expanded its network to civic, service, social, fraternal, vertran and church organizations
and offered many more citizenship and English classes. In the early 1980's,  a project to establish
an online database for the Settlement program records was initiated. Prior to that time, all
program records had been handwritten on index cards and filed in thousands of family files.

For additional historical background on the Settlement, see the historical summary  which
forms a part of the descriptive inventory for Series 41/1, the General Administrative Records. 
See also the informal history prepared for the Settlement’s centennial, The Worn Doorstep, by
Mark Wukas (Chicago: Northwestern University Settlement Association, 1991).

The Northwestern University Settlement Association Records

The records’ original arrangement, in alphabetical order by subject, was retained, but
several large, coherent categories were separated from the General Administrative Files,
organized separately, and assigned their own series numbers. 

Series Title Dates Volume
41/1 General Administrative Files 1891-1995   73 boxes
41/2 Case Files 1908-1976   79 boxes
41/3 Delinquent Boys Case Files 1929-31, 1938-9    5 boxes
41/4 Financial Records 1918-1971
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41/5 Clubs and Classes Attendance
and Registration Cards 1936-1953   25 boxes    

41/6 Photographs 1890-1991   8 boxes
41/7 Scrapbooks 1892-1984 20 boxes
41/8 Evanston Woman’s Board 1911-1990   7 boxes
41/9 North Shore Junior Board 1937-1992 14 boxes
41/10 Lenora E. Clark Diary 1906-1910   1 box
41/11 Food Client Records 1985-1986   3 boxes

Description of the Series

The Northwestern University Settlement Case Files fill seventy-nine boxes and span the
period 1908-1975, with the bulk of the material dating from 1928 to 1939. The records are
arranged sequentially by case number which follows a rough chronology. Individual case files
typically feature a pre-printed case form on which is recorded case number, client name and the
names of immediate family members, their ages, address, occupation, and a summary of the
problem or problems which resulted in Settlement intervention. The result of the intervention or
a brief notation concerning case disposition may also be found on the form or in ancillary
documentation. Many cases include other forms such as delinquency reports, insanity decrees,
chronic alcoholism evaluations, arrest slips, court summaries, clothing vouchers, referrals for
employment and promissory notes.

Narrative reports of field visits by Settlement caseworkers often complete the case forms
or may be on separate Vistor’s Report slips. Various relief-related materials including coal
receipts, eviction notices, medical and household budget forms and utility bills are scattered
throughout the records. Supplemental correspondence may be found occasionally in the
collection.

The files document caseworker intervention on a variety of personal, family, or social
problems encountered by the Settlement’s client population. The bulk of the files document
problems associated with poverty, as well as marital and family disputes, domestic abuse,
truancy, prostitution, petty, and in some instances major criminal activity.

The majority of the early case records concern first or second generation Polish
immigrant families residing in the neighborhoods surrounding the Settlement. Given the
demographics of neighborhood succession in this area, the Settlement’s client population
became, by the early 1960s, increasingly Puerto Rican and African-American. Case files dating
from more recent years tend to contain less information than the early records.
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