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Northwest Iowa Community College (NCC) 
Comprehensive State Accreditation Evaluation 

FY 2021 – Conducted November 19-20, 2020 
 

Purpose of the Evaluation 

The purpose of this review was a scheduled accreditation evaluation of NCC Community College 
by the Iowa Department of Education as mandated by Iowa Code Section 260C.47. 
 

INSTITUTIONAL OVERVIEW 

College History1 

Northwest Iowa Community College began as a pilot program sponsored by the Iowa Department of Public 
Instruction and conducted by the Sheldon Community School District under the name of Northwest Iowa 
Vocational School (NIVS). The vocational school became sanctioned, and the first day of class was January 
27, 1964 when 49 students met in rented facilities in downtown Sheldon. During the period 1964 through 
1966, three vocational programs (auto mechanics, auto body and fender repair and welding) were offered 
to students from 19 high schools in Lyon, O’Brien, Osceola and Sioux counties. Part of Cherokee County 
joined the merged area at a later date.  
 
In July 1965, the Iowa State Legislature enacted Senate File 550, which authorized the formation of merged 
area schools. In January 1966, the State Board of Public Instruction approved an application for Merged 
Area IV, composed of the same area which had been served in the pilot project. A board of seven directors 
was elected on April 20, 1966, representing seven districts throughout the region, and on April 27, 1966, 
the NIVS was officially organized.  
 
Unlike the community colleges that began as junior colleges, NCC has roots deep in technical instruction, 
and by the early 1970s had 38 programs that enrolled more than 500 students annually; however, in 1973, 
when needs in the service regions changed, the college applied for approval to provide an Associate of 
Arts degree, which was approved in 1975. Also in that year, the college received accreditation from the 
North Central Association to deliver diplomas and degrees and consequently changed its name to 
Northwest Iowa Technical College (NITC) to reflect both the established vocational emphasis and its new 
college transfer curriculum. This limited program, which offered courses in the evening, served the needs 
of area residents, particularly returning Vietnam veterans. After peak veteran enrollment passed, overall 
enrollment fell to a modest level, and the arts and sciences program was discontinued in 1980.  
 
In 1988, the college again received permission from the Commission on Institutions of Higher Education 
and the Iowa Department of Education to offer programs leading to the Associate of Arts and Associate of 
Science degrees. On July 1, 1993, the name of the college was changed to Northwest Iowa Community 
College (NCC) to reflect its status as a comprehensive community college. To that end, the first student 
housing facility was added in 1992, symbolizing NCC’s focus on college life. Student housing opportunities 
expanded with the completion of Lyon (2007), O’Brien (2009) and Osceola (2017) residence halls. 
 
In the early 1990s, NCC began delivering postsecondary programming to area high school students under 
the new Post-Secondary Educational Opportunities Act (PSEO). NCC utilized the Iowa Communications 
Network (ICN) classrooms to help in this effort being that, aside from Sheldon High School, the closest  
school is 20 minutes away from the NCC campus. Since 1994, NCC has grown concurrent enrollments and 
has achieved the second highest penetration rate of Iowa’s 15 community colleges.  
 
In 1999, largely because of the challenges posed by its large service area and the distance from its high 
schools, NCC joined with six other Iowa community colleges to form a partnership to organize the Iowa 
Community College Online Consortium (ICCOC) to provide quality online educational opportunities. NCC’s 
partnership with the ICCOC has played a significant role in increasing its enrollments in the past decade, 
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particularly in concurrent enrollment courses. Currently, high school enrollments account for about 38 
percent of NCC’s head count and 23.5 percent of credits taught. 

 

Institutional Profile2 

Northwest Iowa Community College is the only public, two-year community college in extreme northwest 
Iowa. Its faculty and staff are dedicated to providing quality, accessible and affordable educational 
opportunities in this fairly remote region of Iowa.  
 
NCC provided quality technical education and arts and science college transfer opportunities to 2,831 credit 
students during academic year 2019-20, which ranks 14th out of 15 colleges in student size. The college 
provides its communities with outstanding noncredit workforce training and continuing education programs 
to 7,244 students per semester (10th in the state). In fact, more than one in three people in the region have 
taken a noncredit course to improve their technical and professional skills or to participate in lifelong 
learning activities that are recreational in focus. In addition, area business and industry capitalize on 
education and training for their employees through workforce development programs, further illustrating 
NCC’s commitment to improving the lives of the people in its service region. The college’s joint enrollment 
program ranks 10th in the state. NCC is 1st in the state for the percentage of students who graduate and 
15th in the state for percentage of students who transfer.  
 
As aforementioned, NCC is a leading partner in the Iowa Community College Online Consortium, which 
has served to increase the college’s enrollment significantly, particularly in college parallel and concurrent 
enrollment courses. The college’s online program is 2nd out of the 15 colleges for percent of their college 
students enrolled in an online course (77.4%); however, this technological investment has also helped to 
transform teaching and learning at NCC by providing all courses with web-enhanced components and 
technology integrated into instruction collegewide. The Sheldon campus is wireless, which extends out into 
the powerline fields where instructors use mobile devices to keep track of student performance. Student 
access to the internet, electronic textbooks, computers, information and communication has come to be 
expected and has improved the learning experience for NCC students.  
 
The desire to improve student learning and improve lives goes beyond technology and curriculum into the 
realm of student life at NCC. In 2011, the Lifelong Learning and Recreation Center opened for student, staff 
and community use. This has helped student activities, clubs and organizations to proliferate on campus 
and resulted in expanded campus living quarters, the remodeling of the campus store, enhanced staff 
oversight and programming and expanded off-campus learning opportunities.  
 
The college has received several top awards and recognition in the past few years. They are regularly in 
the Aspen Institute’s top 150 community colleges in the nation and have received #1 ratings in the nation 
from various publications for college safety, middle class mobility in higher education and best online 
community college. The college’s career and technical programs also have received awards such as #1 
pharmacy technician program, #1 electrical program, #1 medical coding program and #1 health information 
technology program to name a few.  
 
Because of a strong commitment to serve its region, sound planning, outstanding community support and 

a dedicated and professional leadership team, faculty and staff, NCC is poised to face the challenges of 

the next decade. Their Vision 2020 Strategic Plan contains trend statements, strategic initiatives and goals 

that, if followed and reached, should result in NCC’s continued success for years to come. 

 

 

1 Information for this section was obtained primarily from college staff and recent accreditation 

documents. 

 
2 Information for this section was obtained from the NCC Website and the Community College Profile 

Report. 
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ASSURANCE SUMMARY STATE STANDARDS 
 
In their 2015-16 accreditation report, Northwest Iowa Community College (NCC) was required to create an 
official board-approved facilities plan, and to work on inconsistencies in the use of the nondiscrimination 
statement. From our current visit, the college now has an approved facility plan in place and has made 
progress on the consistent use of the nondiscrimination statement throughout their documents and 
materials. Since the last visit, the college is up about 2.0 percent in student enrollment, one of only two 
colleges up during that time period. 

 

Compliance with Higher Learning Commission (HLC) Criteria 
The Iowa Department of Education’s state accreditation team (DE team) reviewed the most recent HLC 
report and related information available at the time of this evaluation. NCC’s most recent HLC accreditation 
letter provided adequate evidence that the college has continuing regional accreditation through 2024-25 
with no issues, concerns or findings documented. 
 
The DE team found that NCC is going beyond compliance-only processes for the greater good of the college 
and for student-centered success. This is encouraged because the Department of Education provides 
colleges with only the minimal regulatory requirements and compliance. In addition, their commitment to 
excellence efforts have led to a number of high (or 1st place) national rankings for career and technical 
programs and the college. Staff showed a desire to make improvements as exemplified by the vice-
president for student and academic services and his team members who worked to remedy any found 
issues immediately. A recent strategic move made by the college includes the hiring of a new staff position, 
the instructional and institutional effectiveness coordinator, to help with the institutional effectiveness 
committee’s initiatives. 

Both the visit and the desk review demonstrated that college staff have pride in what they do and that they 
act on their core values of service and success. Multiple faculty and staff talked about the success of 
students being paramount to what they do on a daily basis. Interviewed students echoed this sentiment by 
stating that everyone is willing to go above and beyond to help in any situation. The college’s practices 
have led to high student retention numbers. 

College staff often commented about being a small college and how that helps with connectivity and 
communication across the college. Both the internal and external reviewers were impressed by the NCC 
organization chart that included all staff pictures. The team recommends that NCC continue to rely on 
collected data and formal processes to ensure that no student or employee is overlooked as the quiet 
students or staff may sometimes go unnoticed or unheard, no matter the institution size. 

 

Compliance with Iowa State Accreditation Standards 
 

Faculty Qualifications 
All community college-employed instructors who are under contract as of July 1, 2011 and who teach in 
career and technical education (CTE) or arts and sciences (including adjuncts) are required to meet 
minimum faculty standards (Iowa Code, Section 260C.48). The DE accreditation team reviewed a random 
sample of faculty personnel files provided by the human resources office to ensure compliance with this 
standard. 

The DE team provided a random list of 20 faculty members who taught credit courses in the previous year 
for whom NCC provided personnel files regarding qualifications, with supporting documentation such as 
college transcripts, employment applications to illustrate related work experience and third-party 
licensure/certification, if applicable. Members of the DE team then examined the files to determine whether 
the qualifications of each faculty member complied with current Iowa Code faculty standards for the courses 
he or she taught during FY 2019 (i.e., fall term 2018 and spring 2019). 
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Following a thorough review of the 20 random faculty personnel files, members of the DE team met with 
NCC director to learn about the college’s faculty qualification review process and to discuss a few follow-
up documentation concerns raised during the review.  
 
All faculty reviewed were qualified for the courses that they were teaching. The team recommends that 

the qualification forms be updated to show the course prefixes and/or individual courses that are approved 

by the college vs. just the subject names of those courses.  

 
Finding:   No compliance issues were noted during the evaluation. 

 

 

Faculty Teaching Load 
The teaching loads of full-time instructors must not exceed the faculty load limits set forth in Iowa Code. 
This is the case for CTE instructors as well as for college parallel (arts and sciences) instructors (Iowa 
Code, Section 260C.48). To check compliance with this standard, the DE accreditation team reviewed the 
instructional loads of a random sample of 20 faculty members for whom NCC provided documentation of 
their FY 2019 (fall 2018 and spring 2019 terms) teaching loads and found all load for these faculty to be in 
order. The college also has an overload sign-off form to show mutual consent of overload assignments.  

 
Finding: No compliance issues were noted during the evaluation. 

 
Special Needs 
Community colleges shall provide equal access to the full range of program offerings and services including, 
but not limited to, recruitment, enrollment and placement activities for students with special education needs 
or protected by state or federal civil rights regulation. Students with disabilities shall be given access to the 
full range of program offerings at a college through reasonable accommodations (Iowa Administrative Code 
24.5(3)), with information regarding how to access such accommodations provided in a disability statement. 
In addition, community colleges shall have nondiscrimination statements ensuring access to educational 
programs and employment for state and federally protected classes. This nondiscrimination statement must 
list all state and federally protected classes; provide the name/title and contact information of the person(s) 
designated to coordinate equity, Title IX and Section 504 compliance and provide contact information for 
the Office for Civil Rights (OCR) in Chicago, Illinois. The nondiscrimination and disability statements may 
be separate, or the college may choose to combine them. 
 
The DE accreditation team conducted a desk review prior to the onsite visit in which they reviewed NCC’s 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and nondiscrimination policies, statements and practices in marketing 
and recruitment publications, handbooks, the college catalog, the college website and sample course 
syllabi. During the onsite visit, the team reviewed additional documentation and conducted interviews with 
faculty, students and staff associated with disabilities services to ensure compliance with this standard. 
 
As this was also an equity virtual visit for the college, the DE team saw evidence of numerous collegewide 
efforts to create a welcoming environment for all students, provide services for students with special needs 
and provide opportunities for underrepresented students in particular programs of study. Some of these 
observed efforts include the following: 
 

➢ Students feel the campus atmosphere is welcoming and helpful to them and that services are 
available. They specifically mentioned the accommodations process, the learning center tutoring 
services, career services and the multicultural club. Students are well-informed to go to the student 
Title IX/equity coordinator for grievance and sexual misconduct concerns and to the director of the 
academic center for accommodations issues.  

➢ The college hired a bilingual careers pathway navigator and academic specialist and they hired a 
TRIO student support services multicultural leader to help with the rapidly growing diverse 
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populations of students in their region from Latinx and Kenyan backgrounds.  
➢ Latino Thunder Fridays are used to engage a student’s whole family and any associated language 

barriers. NCC does a fantastic job to reach out to this population and it shows up in the enrollment 
growth of the college. The guided pathway grant helped with this initiative. 

➢ Appropriate trainings are evident for key equity leaders as well as for staff, faculty and students 
included Title IX trainings through the utilization of the SafeColleges program. The equity 
coordinator and staff have been trained and have provided training to others on campus. Training 
outreach also occurs at orientation, in classrooms and in brochures given to students 

➢ The college has $10,000 available for scholarships to support various demographic minorities. 
There is $300-$500K in scholarships available in total per year.  

➢ The TRIO program was mentioned by both students and other staff as a key service to help under-
represented minorities on campus. 

➢ The college has created radio advertisements marketed in Spanish for promotion of credit and 
noncredit opportunities.  

➢ A diversity committee planned effective trainings over the past few semesters in areas of: human 
trafficking; regional demographic changes; poverty; learning disabilities and DACA policy.  

➢ The college’s adult and early education division shared various methods to reach out and to recruit 
diverse populations in their region.  

➢ The college’s equity and affirmative action plan is annually reviewed by a committee for updates 
and recommendations and taken before the Board to help with employee recruitment.  

➢ The college website utilizes ReadSpeaker and Google Translate to not only help any visually-
impaired students but also helps English Language Learner (ELL) students. These options on the 
website provide information in both Spanish for their Latinx population, and Swahili for their eastern 
Africa population. 

➢ The college holds statewide Intermediary events annually and has representatives from the Iowa 
School for the Deaf attend. Interpreters have been utilized at other workshops and for worksite 
tours for hearing-impaired students.  

➢ The college sponsors an NCC art show, which was a virtual art show this year, and awards 
monetary awards to the student winners. They have found the show a way to recognize the different 
forms of expression and thinking of students through art. 
 

During the desk review, the team noted that the college’s annual statement of nondiscrimination did not 
provide the required student admission requirement differences, but by the end of the visit the website 
statement was connected to this information. The nondiscrimination statement appeared in almost all 
required publications, but the team recommends that the statement be added to some insert pieces that 
can be separated from the admissions packet. Any documents that the team recommended the statement 
be added were completed by the end of the visit. The team also recommends that the college include the 
generic equity coordinator contact information into the equity and Title IX board policy statements.  

During the interviews, the team found it evident that college leadership regularly reviews student data and 

the disaggregation of data across demographic subgroups. While all staff have access to the data through 

an IT request, the team recommends the college find additional ways to engage other staff and committees 

with this disaggregated data review of student success. As a part of guided pathways, the college should 

continue using the equity lens in the review student success. Examples of additional regular data review 

would be to check student access to work-based learning opportunities, scholarships and student housing. 

The team recommends additional discussions with employees to help all staff know that everyone on 
campus is a mandatory reporter. Arming staff with information about confidential community 
resources/partners students could utilize if requesting privacy would save students some time and steps 
vs. the current process for staff to send all cases directly to the student equity/Title IX coordinator.  

 

Finding: No compliance issues were noted during the evaluation. 
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CTE Program Evaluations and Timelines 
There are a variety of state standards related to the offering of career and technical education (CTE) 
programs included in Iowa Code, Chapter 258, 281—IAC 46.7(4) and 281—IAC 24.5(4). These standards 
include numerous requirements related to program and award length, program content, labor market 
demand, articulation, advisory committees and more. All CTE programs (including new programs and 
changes to existing programs) must be approved by the DE. Standards for CTE programs are included in 
the Program Approval: Guidelines for Iowa Community Colleges and in the State Accreditation Guide on 
the DE website.  
 
The DE utilizes a web-based platform (CurricUNET) for its CTE program approval process and maintains 
a database of approved programs and courses. This platform performs compliance checks on all CTE 
programs offered by each college. The DE accreditation team reviewed this compliance check for NCC’s 
CTE programs to ensure compliance with the state program standards. For the standards regarding 
program advisory committees’ composition, roles and responsibilities, the DE team reviewed a random 
sample of CTE advisory committee membership lists and meeting minutes to ensure compliance. 
  
Additionally, community colleges are required to review at least 20 percent of their CTE programs annually, 
standards for which are provided in the aforementioned program approval guideline on the DE website. 
The DE team reviewed NCC’s CTE program review process, schedule and a random sample of recent CTE 
program reviews to ensure compliance with the CTE program review standards. 

NCC’s review process covers all approved programs on a five-year schedule and includes data on several 
metrics from multiple sources. Some of the reviews that were provided to the DE team in the desk review 
process were not as developed as others, but the college’s use of a well-defined rubric to score each 
submission should help increase document consistency. Each of a program’s review recommendations are 
accounted for by regular follow-up meetings. In order to reduce workload on program instructors, the faculty 
are not as involved in the review process as that of the program deans. The DE team recommends that 
the college explore involving faculty in some version of an annual program update to stay on top of data or 
program changes.  

The DE team confirmed that the provided course syllabi include all required equity statements in a 
consistent form. Course syllabi follow a template and all submissions are checked manually by staff for 
requirements. Both the college and the Iowa Community College Online Consortium (ICCOC), in which 
NCC participates, are moving towards using Simple Syllabus to automate and simplify the syllabi creation 
process.  
 
In a review of the work-based learning student placements and internship contracts, the DE team found 
that the contracts do not all contain the required nondiscrimination statement but instead, include it in the 
cover letter to the business. Since the obligation/requirement may not be as clear or enforceable in this 
format, the DE team recommends that this statement should be a part of the contract language.  

 
Finding: No compliance issues were noted during the evaluation. 

 

Catalog/CurricUNET Review 

The DE quality program consultant conducted a manual comparison of NCC’s approved CTE programs in 
CurricUNET’s database with those provided in their college catalog. During this comparison, it was found 
that the college had some minor program name differences and a few course or program calculation errors 
that they fixed immediately. The duplicated programs and deactivated programs were also updated. NCC 
has built a transfer major section into their catalog and advising documents which are helpful to students 
to know about these new transfer options. The NCC catalog will be reviewed again after the state completes 
its transition to the new curriculum workflow system.  
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Strategic Planning 
Community colleges are required to update their strategic plans at least every five years as a guide for the 
community and its decision-making (Iowa Code section 256.31(4)(a)). The DE accreditation team reviewed 
NCC’s most recent strategic plan which has been approved and revised by the Board of Trustees to be 
completed at the end of 2021 and the team interviewed selected staff to ensure compliance with this 
standard. The college strategic plan development process involved several constituents and gave 
stakeholders many opportunities for feedback. College staff keep track of individual and college plan 
progress through the software, TrackDat. Updates are then shared with the Executive Council regularly and 
with the Board of Trustees twice a year. The system lets all stakeholders know when goals and updates 
are due so that plan requirements can’t be missed.  

A few key examples of strategic plan success and goal completion include the hiring of two key staff 
positions in the areas of institutional effectiveness and bilingual student advising; utilizing a vendor, Noel-
Levitz, to develop college student retention strategies; increasing the scholarship budget; reducing student 
costs in programs of study and putting the college in a better position to effectively go after grants. NCC 
maintains a planning portfolio to refer to for funding and other opportunities so that those resources are 
aligned with strategic plan. 

The DE team recommends that with the completion of the current strategic plan, and in the administration 

of the next strategic plan that additional work be done with the nonfaculty and nonadministrator staff to help 

them see how their work also aligns with plan provisions.  

 

Finding: No compliance issues were noted during the evaluation. 

 

Physical Plant and Facilities 
Each community college must present evidence of adequate planning, including a board-approved facilities 
plan. The community college’s plan must meet state and federal requirements as outlined in the state 
accreditation guide. The DE accreditation team reviewed NCC’s facilities plan and interviewed the NCC 
staff regarding the college’s facility planning process and decision-making structure to ensure compliance 
with this standard. Due to the virtual nature of the interim visit, an NCC campus tour was not possible.  
 
NCC meets this component’s compliance requirements as their facility plan was approved on August 24th, 
2020 by the Board of Trustees. The 2018 approved bond issue improvements are incorporated into the 
plan and the college received a high community support for these changes. A facility review team meets 
regularly with a focus on what needs to be done on campus to “keep students learning”. Staff also are 
available to walk a student through their day schedule to check for any accessibility concerns. 

Students and college staff were happy with the college’s accessible facilities and safety measures that are 
in place. In particular, NCC has several ways to communicate safety information to stakeholders including 
a RAVE application notification via text and phone call; safety and emergency guides in classrooms; 
intercoms in all buildings; website safety information; regular email and catalog updates and blue light 
calling locations in each parking lot. A campus safety team is also in place and has held campus 
walkthroughs both day and night for safety and ADA compliance. The safety team looks for ways to they 
can improve the environment even if the campus is technically in compliance with code. 

NCC uses the program SchoolDude to help manage both technology and facility requests from staff as well 
as a review of ADA needs on campus. Campus users are able to see when a request has been 
completed. A technology committee meets twice a year to discuss classroom technology and each of the 
professional development staff days have a standing item for technology and safety updates. The college 
makes effective and fiscally responsible use of a variety of technology tools. 

 
Finding: No compliance issues were noted during the evaluation. 
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Quality Faculty Plan 
Iowa law establishes the process for community colleges to plan for the hiring and professional 
development of faculty. Institutional quality faculty plans (QFP) are required to meet the standards of 281-
IAC 24.5(5). The DE accreditation team reviewed NCC’s QFP and interviewed members of the QFP 
Committee to ensure compliance with this standard. 
 
NCC’s QFP was last approved by the Board on 1/22/2018 and meets all college member appointment, 
committee and plan compliance requirements. A four-year appointment rotation staggers faculty to get new 
perspectives and also keep some consistency. The plan requires faculty to get frequent updates both with 
their teaching/learning strategies and within their discipline content area. An accountability process holds 
faculty responsible if they don’t meet the QFP requirements by asking them to give a presentation before 
the QFP committee on any issues preventing plan execution. The QFP faculty also help in the development 
of the professional development agenda for college staff days. Each faculty gets a professional 
development budget of $600 each year, but some departments have found ways to pool the money to 
rotate faculty access to quality professional development activities if additional resources are not available. 

The DE team recommends that the quality faculty plan and activity summary be brought to the Board of 
Trustees for more regular review and approval since professional development is a critical measure of 
college growth and quality. Some colleges take the QFP annually to their boards to signify its importance, 
gather input on future activities and help decide staff growth priorities.  

 

Finding: No compliance issues were noted during the evaluation. 
 

Senior Year Plus Programs 
There are a variety of requirements for Senior Year Plus (SYP) programs offered to high school students 
jointly enrolled in Iowa’s community colleges. These requirements are included in Iowa Code chapter 261E. 
Currently, the DE utilizes the National Alliance of Concurrent Enrollment Partnership’s (NACEP) 
accreditation process to ensure compliance with many statutory requirements (legislated Postsecondary 
Course Audit Committee). The DE accreditation team reviewed NCC’s accreditation status with NACEP, 
interviewed selected staff and reviewed documentation to ensure compliance with this standard. 
 
NCC’s concurrent enrollment program, College 4 You, has been approved by NACEP through 2025-26 
academic year. The college utilizes several modes of concurrent enrollment across 18 school districts and 
serving 800-900 students per semester, including courses at high schools, online enrollment and students 
coming to campus. Concurrent enrollment instructors are included in college adjunct meetings in the fall 
workshops and they have a breakout session for more tailored professional development. The college 
handbooks and materials indicate thorough documentation methods and include solid accountability 
procedures for noncompliant instructors.  

The college’s program provides students access to all college activities and supports including the online 
tutoring service, Smarthinking. A degree audit is provided to high school students in the program to show 
how close they are to achieving a college diploma or degree. NCC is also working with a grant for the 
philosophy and religion discipline courses to develop open educational resources (OER). The college has 
already adopted other course materials at lower costs to help the school districts. The college is also using 
“VitalSource” to help manage changes in book editions.  

The DE team recommends that NCC add additional faculty content in the concurrent enrollment faculty 
handbook that documents the background check and suspension of school license requirements. 

 
Finding: No compliance issues were noted during the evaluation. 
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Compliance with Non-Accreditation State or Federal Requirements 

 

Finding: No nonaccreditation compliance issues were noted during the evaluation. 
 

Evaluation Team Recommendation 

 
The Iowa Department of Education community college accreditation team recommends continued 
accreditation for Northwest Iowa Community College. 
 
A state comprehensive accreditation evaluation is scheduled for FY 2026 (i.e., Academic Year 
2025-2026). 


