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IN THE DISTRICT COURT OF SARPY COUNTY, NEBRASKA

STATE OF NEBRASKA, ex rel.
DOUGLAS J. PETERSON, ATTORNEY
GENERAL,
Plaintiff,
v.
BELLEVUE UNIVERSITY,
Defendant.
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)
)
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COMPLAINT

COMES NOW the State of Nebraska, Douglas J. Peterson, Nebraska Attorney General, by
and through the undersigned counsel (hereinafter collectively referred to as, “the State of
Nebraska”), and brings this action against Defendant, Bellevue University (hereinafter,
“Defendant”) for violating the Consumer Protection Act, Neb. Rev. Stat. § 59-1601 et seq.
(hereinafter, “CPA”) and the Uniform Deceptive Trade Practices Act, Neb. Rev. Stat. § 87-301 et
seq. (hereinafter, “UDTPA”).
INTRODUCTION
1. The State of Nebraska brings this action pursuant to the CPA and UDTPA to protect the public
and pursuant to its statutory and common law authority, powers, and duties.
2. The State of Nebraska has cause to believe that Defendant has violated the CPA and the
UDTPA.
3. The State of Nebraska also has cause to believe that this action is in the public interest because
Defendant has deceived, misled, and caused financial harm to dozens of consumers from
Nebraska and other states.
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4. The Plaintiff in this case is the State of Nebraska, ex rel. Nebraska Attorney General Douglas J.
Peterson. The Nebraska Attorney General is responsible for enforcement of Nebraska consumer
protection laws, including, the CPA, UDTPA, and other state and federal laws that affect
Nebraska consumers. Pursuant to Neb. Rev. Stat. § 59-1608, the Attorney General may bring
an action in the name of the State against any person to restrain and prevent the doing of any
act prohibited by the CPA. In addition, pursuant to Neb. Rev. Stat. § 87-303.05 of the UDTPA,
the Attorney General may apply for and obtain, in an action in any district court of Nebraska, a
temporary restraining order, or injunction, or both, prohibiting a person from engaging in
deceptive trade practices or doing any act in furtherance thereof.
5. Defendant is a nonprofit domestic corporation headquartered in the City of Bellevue, Sarpy
County, Nebraska. Defendant includes anyone acting on behalf of Defendant in their
representative capacity, including but not limited to, directors, officers, members, employees,
agents, faculty, staff, and other persons working for or on behalf of the foregoing.
6. At all relevant times, Defendant did business in Nebraska by marketing, selling, and providing
educational programs and services to consumers.
JURISDICTION AND VENUE
7. The District Court of Sarpy County has jurisdiction over Defendant pursuant to Neb. Rev. Stat.
§ 59-1608.01 and Neb. Rev. Stat. § 87-303.05, because Defendant has transacted business
within the State of Nebraska at all times relevant to this Complaint.
8. Venue for this action properly lies in the District Court of Sarpy County pursuant to Neb. Rev.
Stat. § 59-1608.01 and Neb. Rev. Stat. § 87-303.05 because Defendant’s corporate headquarters
and principal place of business is located in Sarpy County, Nebraska, and Defendant transacts
business in Sarpy County, Nebraska, and throughout Nebraska.
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FACTUAL ALLEGATIONS
9. Bellevue University is a private, nonprofit, educational institution that offers several
undergraduate and graduate degree programs.
10. Defendant is accredited by the Higher Learning Commission, and has been since
approximately 1977.
11. Defendant’s primary campus is located in Bellevue, Nebraska, however, Defendant also offers
degree programs that are completed exclusively online.
12. One such program offered by Defendant is a Bachelor of Science in Nursing Program
specifically designed to assist current registered nurses in obtaining their baccalaureate degree
(hereinafter, “RN to BSN Program” or “the Program”).
13. One of the admission requirements of the Program is that the prospective student has to be a
registered nurse (hereinafter, “RN”), with an unrestricted license to practice in any U.S. state,
and be currently practicing as a licensed registered nurse or have a minimum of one year of
practice experience as a registered nurse.
14. For that reason, Defendant specifically solicits and targets registered nurses for its RN to BSN
Program. Solicitation of potential students occurs through various means of advertisement and
marketing including: written flyers and brochures; use of Defendant’s website; phone calls; inperson communications; billboards; and paid email and social media ads, all aimed at selling
Defendant’s Program to Nebraska citizens and consumers from other states.
15. Defendant’s RN to BSN Program was developed from 2011 to 2012, and is located within the
College of Arts and Sciences. Enrollment into the Program first began in 2012.
16. Defendant’s RN to BSN Program requires students to complete 127 credit hours of courses.
17. The core program consists of nine, six-week courses for a total of 54 weeks. The core
curriculum includes the following courses: Fundamentals of Professional Nursing, Professional
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Collaborative Strategies for Nurses, Nursing Leadership, Nursing Informatics, Nursing
Research and Evidence Based Practice, Population-Based Health Promotion, Healthcare
Regulation, Nursing Management and Quality Healthcare, and Strategic Nursing Management.
18. In addition to the core curriculum for the Program, students are also required to complete the
Kirkpatrick Signature Series which is three courses that are completed over 12 weeks. The
Kirkpatrick Signature Series includes the following courses: American Vision and Values,
Tradition and Change, and Freedom and Responsibility.
19. The RN to BSN Program was designed to be taken wholly online, or as a hybrid of traditional
face-to-face classes alongside the use of an online classroom.
20. The first cohort of students in the RN to BSN Program began taking classes in April 2013; and
approximately 21 students were enrolled at that time.
21. As of March 2017, approximately 179 students had enrolled and participated in the Program.
a. 63 students graduated from the Program with a BSN degree.
b. 116 students dropped out of the Program and/or transferred to another school/nursing
program.
22. Many of these 116 students left Defendant’s Program for a single reason: it lacked
accreditation.
23. Prior to October 25, 2017, Defendant’s RN to BSN Program was not accredited.
24. The two primary nursing accrediting bodies are the Commission on Collegiate Nursing
Education (hereinafter, “CCNE”) and the Accreditation Commission for Education in Nursing
(hereinafter, “ACEN”).
25. It is not a requirement that nursing programs be accredited to confer baccalaureate degrees.
26. However, an unaccredited Bachelor of Science in Nursing (“BSN”) is significantly less
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valuable than a BSN degree from a college or university with an accredited nursing program.
27. Students interested in pursuing graduate school or obtaining an advanced degree will have
limited options, as most colleges and universities will not recognize a BSN degree conferred by
a nursing program that lacks accreditation.
28. Without such accreditation, students who pursued a degree from Defendant’s unaccredited RN
to BSN Program and who wished to continue their education found that they were unable to do
so or their options were severely limited.
29. Similarly, students who graduated from Defendant’s unaccredited RN to BSN Program may
find their employment options to be limited as well. Employers who require a BSN degree,
either as a condition of employment or promotion, often will not recognize a BSN degree
conferred by a nursing program that lacks nursing accreditation. For example, the Department
of Veteran Affairs only hires RNs with BSN from nursing programs accredited by either the
CCNE or the ACEN.
30. Defendant failed to disclose the limitations of an unaccredited BSN to its prospective and thencurrent students, despite Defendant’s specific knowledge that many of those same students
intended to pursue advanced degrees.
31. As part of the admission application process to Defendant’s RN to BSN Program,
approximately 109 prospective students completed and submitted a personal, introductory video
recording to Defendant.
32. Of those 109 students who submitted a personal, introductory video recording to Defendant,
approximately 30 prospective students mentioned or stated in their video a goal, desire, and/or
aspiration to obtain an advanced nursing degree beyond a BSN – many as part of their career
goal(s).
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33. At all times relevant hereto, while enrolling and educating students in its RN to BSN Program,
Defendant knew or should have known that a BSN degree conferred by a nursing program that
lacked accreditation would be less valuable to students than a BSN degree conferred by a
program with such accreditation.
34. However, from approximately May 2012 through at least March 2016, Defendant deceived
and misled prospective and then-current students regarding the accreditation status of the
Program through representations made on its website and in written and oral statements made
to recruit and enroll prospective students.
Deceptive and Misleading Conduct
35. On or about May 2012, on Defendant’s website for the RN to BSN Program under the
Frequently Asked Questions (hereinafter, “FAQs”) section, listed one question which read, “Is
the RN to BSN program fully accredited?” The response on the website, provided by Defendant,
stated, “Accreditation by the Commission on Collegiate Nursing Education (CCNE) is in
process and anticipated prior to graduation of the first cohort.” (“Exhibit 1”)
36. This was a blatantly false statement due to the fact that as of May 2012, Defendant had not yet
even applied its RN to BSN Program for accreditation through the CCNE.
37. Further, without even having submitted an application for accreditation, Defendant in no way
could reasonably have anticipated that accreditation through the CCNE would be achieved by
the time the first cohort of students graduated.
38. On or about October 2012, Defendant’s website for the RN to BSN Program under the FAQs
section, changed its answer slightly regarding the question of accreditation of the Program,
stating, “[Defendant] is accredited by the Higher Learning Commission (HLC). Application for
candidacy status for accreditation is currently in progress with the [CCNE].” (“Exhibit 2”)

6

39. Defendant’s RN to BSN Program Guide, disseminated to prospective students around 2016,
prominently

featured

the

words:

“FLEXIBLE.

AFFORDABLE.

ACCREDITED.

NONPROFIT.” at the bottom of five pages of the eight page Program Guide. (“Exhibit 3”
emphasis original) This type of advertising and promotional material led students to believe that
Defendant’s Program was accredited.
40. Additionally, some advertising and promotional material, including Defendant’s website, for
the RN to BSN Program contained statements regarding the degree and its value that would, at
minimum, cause a substantial likelihood of confusion as to whether the RN to BSN program
was accredited. (See previously marked “Exhibit 1” and “Exhibit 2”; See also “Exhibit 4”)
41. The Defendant’s webpage for the RN to BSN Program included a tab listing benefits of the
degree. At various times between 2013 and 2016, the phrase “Accredited” was listed as one of
the benefits of the BSN degree. (“Exhibit 5”)
42. Defendant also expressly told certain students that the Program was accredited.
43. Defendant told other students that the Program was in the process of obtaining accreditation
and would have accreditation by the time they graduated or by the time the first cohort
graduated.
44. Many of the prospective students relied on Defendant’s statements regarding accreditation
when enrolling in the RN to BSN Program.
45. As a result of the false, confusing, and/or misleading statements and claims, both made orally
and/or in writing, by Defendant as to the accreditation of the RN to BSN Program, some
students who enrolled in the Program were led to believe that the Program was accredited.
46. Other students were provided false, confusing, and/or misleading information from Defendant
regarding where the RN to BSN Program was in the accreditation process, the likelihood of
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Defendant obtaining accreditation, and the date by which the Program would achieve
accreditation.
The First CCNE Application for Accreditation
47. Upon commencement of the Program, Defendant made an intentional decision not to include
a clinical component in its curriculum. Defendant apparently believed it was unnecessary since
only individuals with experience as licensed registered nurses would be admitted into the
Program.
48. The CCNE, however, required nursing programs to include a clinical/practicum component as
part of a degree program’s curriculum in order to be eligible for accreditation.
49. On or about March 2013, and just prior to the start of classes for the first cohort, Defendant
initiated its application for accreditation of its RN to BSN Program through the CCNE.
50. On or around April 3, 2013, Defendant received a letter from the CCNE, addressed to former
Program Director Kristen Wessel, regarding receipt and acceptance of Defendant’s
accreditation application. (“Exhibit 6”, markings by Defendant, redaction by Plaintiff)
51. The letter included information regarding where to find information online about the
accreditation process and on-site evaluation. It noted, specifically, that the on-site evaluation,
“[C]an be scheduled no earlier than 12 months in advance and cannot be hosted prior to the
program having students enrolled for at least 12 months[.]” The CCNE also informed
Defendant that it was scheduling for spring 2014 through fall 2016. (See previously marked
“Exhibit 6”, emphasis added)
52. Between February 24 and February 26, 2014, the CCNE conducted an on-site evaluation of
Defendant’s RN to BSN Program.
53. The CCNE site visit was conducted by the following individuals: Audrey Berman, PhD, RN,
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Team Leader; Michelle Edmonds, PhD, ARNP; and Connie Perry-Simon, RN, MSN, BC.
54. In June 2014, the first cohort of approximately 18 students graduated from Defendant’s
Program with unaccredited BSN degrees.
55. The aforementioned degrees will forever remain unaccredited, because on or about November
6, 2014, the CCNE notified Defendant that it would not be granted accreditation. The denial
was made effective October 10, 2014.
56. In a mass email addressed to graduates, students, advisory board members, and certain
community members, on or about November 17, 2014, Clif Mason, Dean of the College of Arts
and Sciences, disclosed the accreditation denial by the CCNE.
57. Dean Mason stated, in the same email, that the Program was not granted accreditation by the
CCNE due to the lack of a formalized clinical in the curriculum.
58. In a mass email addressed to students on November 18, 2014, former Program Director Wessel
addressed the value of the BSN degree. (“Exhibit 7”)
59. The Wessel email dated November 18, 2014, contained the statement: “The lack of nursing
accreditation in no way detracts from the value of the degree.” (See previously marked “Exhibit
7”)
60. This same email contained an express acknowledgment by Defendant that a lack of
accreditation “[W]ill narrow the possibilities with regard to application to graduate school,
should you choose to go on for a [Master of Science in Nursing] or other grad degree…” (See
previously marked “Exhibit 7”)
61. For the first cohort of students who graduated five (5) months earlier, this disclosure in the
November 18, 2014, email was too little too late.
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62. Moreover, students continued to receive conflicting information from Defendant regarding the
value of accreditation.
63. On November 21, 2014, Dr. Mary B. Hawkins, President of Bellevue University, as well as
former Program Director Wessel emailed students, stating in part:
“The degree of Bachelor of Science in Nursing will be awarded to students who
successfully complete the RN to BSN degree program. The BSN degree is of great value.
Students with BSN degrees have the ability to continue toward higher education, the ability
to maintain current positions, secure new positions, and be promoted within the healthcare
industry. Additionally, students with BSN degrees have the ability to obtain specialty
certifications.” (“Exhibit 8”)
64. The November 21, 2014, email to students contained no information regarding the limitations
and implications a degree from a nursing program that is not accredited could cause for
obtaining an advanced degree and/or employment opportunities.
65. In November 2014, approximately 82 students were enrolled and actively taking classes in
Defendant’s RN to BSN Program.
66. After being notified by Defendant via emails dated November 17, 18, and 21, 2014, that the
CCNE had denied Defendant’s application for accreditation, 40 students left the Program.
67. These 40 students were at various stages of degree completion in the Program.
68. On or about November 19, 2014, Dr. Kimberly Meisinger DNP, MS, RN, NE-BC took over
as the RN to BSN Program Director.
69. Dr. Meisinger (hereinafter, “Program Director Meisinger”) remains the current Program
Director of Defendant’s RN to BSN Program.
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The ACEN Application for Accreditation
70. Shortly after being denied accreditation by the CCNE, Defendant decided to apply the Program
for accreditation through a different accrediting body – the ACEN.
71. On or about November 17, 2014, former Program Director Wessel received an email from the
ACEN. The email stated, in part, “Look at the website for the current 2013 Standards and
Criteria. This will assist the program in determining the readiness to pursue the process.”
(“Exhibit 9”)
72. On or about December 19, 2014, Defendant’s application for accreditation of the RN to BSN
Program was deemed eligible for the candidacy process through the ACEN.
73. In the summer of 2015, Defendant implemented a clinical/practicum component to the
curriculum of its RN to BSN Program.
74. Between October 27 and October 29, 2015, the ACEN conducted an on-site evaluation of the
RN to BSN Program.
75. The on-site evaluation was conducted by the following individuals: Jessica Estes, DNP,
APRN-NP; Terri McKown, DNP, FNP-BC; Cynthia Swafford, EdD, RN; and Selma Ann
Verse, Med, RN, FCN.
76. The ACEN’s Site Visit Report noted that the program would not be recommended for
accreditation. Initial accreditation was denied for non-compliance with four of the six major
Accreditation Standards.
77. One of the criterion assessed during the visit included, “Public information is accurate, clear,
consistent, and accessible, including the program’s accreditation status and the ACEN contact
information.”
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78. The ACEN Site Visit Report indicates that site visitors found only minimal evidence of
compliance with this criterion.
79. On November 20, 2015, Defendant notified students by email that it had withdrawn its
application for accreditation through the ACEN.
80. Another nine students left the RN to BSN Program after receiving the aforementioned email
from Defendant.
81. Between 2014 and 2015, approximately 44 students graduated from Defendant’s Program with
unaccredited BSN degrees. Those degrees will forever remain unaccredited.
82. Following the notice of Defendant’s intent to withdraw the Program’s application for
accreditation with the ACEN, certain students began using a Facebook page, created by
Defendant in 2013, called “Nurses Connect” to discuss Defendant’s RN to BSN accreditation
status.
83. Complaints and comments from affected students continued to escalate throughout the
remainder of 2015 and into early 2016.
84. On or about February 4, 2016, Defendant assigned additional staff as administrators to the
Nurses Connect Facebook page in order to handle student complaints regarding the Program’s
accreditation status.
85. On the same day, Defendant made the Nurses Connect page inactive and inaccessible to its
students.
86. On or about February 4, 2016, Defendant sent a letter to the ACEN officially withdrawing its
application for accreditation of the RN to BSN Program.
87. On or about April 27, 2016, Defendant implemented a new policy requiring prospective
students enrolling into its RN to BSN Program to review and sign a Pre-Admission Disclosure
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and Acknowledgment Form. (“Exhibit 10”) The new policy required all new students entering
the Program to acknowledge the accreditation status of Defendant’s RN to BSN Program.
The Second CCNE Application for Accreditation
88. On or about July 28, 2016, Defendant submitted yet another application for accreditation of its
RN to BSN Program through the CCNE.
89. On or about August 28, 2016, Defendant’s application for accreditation was approved by the
CCNE.
90. Between October 25 and October 27, 2017, the CCNE conducted an on-site evaluation of
Defendant’s RN to BSN Program.
91. In May 2018, Defendant received notification that it became accredited with the CCNE.
92. The CCNE accreditation was effective retroactive to October 25, 2017.
Financial Harm to Students and Defendant’s Profit Thereof
93. Students enrolled in Defendant’s Program and made tuition and fee payments to Defendant
based on Defendant’s false and misleading representations.
94. The cost per credit hour for Defendant’s RN to BSN program has ranged from $385.00 to
$415.00 per hour from 2013 through present day.
95. Students who enrolled in the Program incurred substantial costs, including student loan debt,
in order to make tuition and fee payments to Defendant.
96. A number of these students have not advanced in the nursing field due to their experience with
Defendant, and are currently or may soon be unable to repay their student loans.
97. For other students, financial aid is no longer available to pursue a baccalaureate degree in the
nursing field.
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98. Between 2012 and 2016, Defendant received tuition and fee payments from students related to
the Program totaling approximately $1,206,204.60.
99. The annual payment received by Defendant each year were as follows:
a. $87,320.00 for the 2012/2013 academic year;
b. $644,280.00 for the 2013/2014 academic year;
c. $445,525.02 for the 2014/2015 academic year; and
d. $29,079.58 for the 2015/2016 academic year.
100. For the 2016/2017 academic year, Defendant received no payments from the students
enrolled in its RN to BSN Program; rather, Defendant provided $147,600.00 worth of
scholarships to those students to retain them in the Program.
CAUSE OF ACTION I
VIOLATIONS OF THE CONSUMER PROTECTION ACT
(Neb. Rev. Stat. § 59-601 et seq.)
101. The State re-alleges and incorporates by reference all of the allegations contained in
paragraphs 1-100 as though fully set forth herein.
102. Defendant violated the Consumer Protection Act and engaged in unfair and deceptive acts or
practices in violation of Neb. Rev. Stat. § 59-602 by:
a. Making false and/or misleading representations prospective and then-current students
that the RN to BSN Program was accredited;
b. Assuring prospective and then-current students that the RN to BSN Program would
acquire accreditation by the time they graduated or by the time the first cohort
graduated; and
c.

Making false and/or misleading representations to prospective and then-current
students regarding the value of a BSN degree from an unaccredited nursing Program.
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103. Defendant’s false and/or misleading representations to consumers, prospective students, and
others were material and deceived or had the tendency or capacity to deceive or mislead current
or prospective students, inducing those students to enroll in Defendant’s Program and to make
tuition and fee payments to Defendant.
104. Defendant knew or should have known that the representations made to consumers,
prospective students, and others were false and/or misleading.
105. Defendant knew or should have known that its acts or practices were unfair or deceptive acts
in violation of Neb. Rev. Stat. § 59-602.
106. Defendant acquired tuition and fee payments from students as a result of its illegal conduct,
causing those students to suffer an ascertainable loss and/or incur student loan debts.
107. For each and every false and/or misleading representation made to a consumer, Defendant
committed a separate violation of this statute.
CAUSE OF ACTION II
VIOLATIONS OF THE UNIFORM DECEPTIVE TRADE PRACTICES ACT
(Neb. Rev. Stat. § 87-301)
108. The State re-alleges and incorporates by reference all of the allegations contained in
paragraphs 1-107 as though fully set forth herein.
109. The Uniform Deceptive Trade Practices Act, Neb. Rev. Stat. § 87-302 prohibits the following
business activities as deceptive trade practices:
a. Causing likelihood of confusion or of misunderstanding as to the approval or
certification of goods or services (§ 87-302(2));
b. Causing likelihood of confusion or of misunderstanding as to affiliation with or
certification by another (§ 87-302(3));

15

c. Representing that goods or services have sponsorship, approval, or characteristics that
they do not have (§ 87-302(5)); and
d. Representing that goods or services are of a particular standard, quality, or grade, if
they are of another (§ 87-302(8)).
110. Defendant’s advertising and marketing materials, combined with its false and misleading
representations to current and prospective students, created significant likelihood of confusion
or of misunderstanding as to whether Defendant’s RN to BSN Program had accreditation,
whether the Program would have accreditation by the time students graduated from the
Program, and the importance of accreditation to the value of the BSN degree that students were
paying for.
111. The aforementioned practices had the tendency or capacity to deceive or mislead current and
prospective students, inducing those students to enroll in Defendant’s Program and to make
tuition and fee payments to Defendant.
112. Defendant knew or should have known that the representations made to consumers,
prospective students, and others were false, misleading, and likely to cause confusion or
misunderstanding among current and prospective students.
113. Defendant knew or should have known that its acts or practices were deceptive acts in
violation of Neb. Rev. Stat. § 87-302.
114. Defendant acquired tuition and fee payments from students as a result of it illegal conduct,
causing those students to suffer an ascertainable loss and/or incur student loan debts.
115. For each and every false and/or misleading representation made to a consumer, or instance in
which Defendant created confusion or misunderstanding, Defendant committed a separate
violation of this statute.
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PRAYER FOR RELIEF
WHEREFORE, the State of Nebraska, respectfully requests that this honorable Court:
A. Permanently enjoin and restrain Defendant, its agents, employees, and all other persons
and entities, corporate or otherwise, in active concert or participation with any of them,
from engaging in unfair, deceptive, or misleading conduct, acts, or practices which violate
the Consumer Protection Act and Uniform Deceptive Trade Practices Act in the marketing,
and sale of educational programs and services, pursuant to the Consumer Protection Act,
Neb. Rev. Stat., § 59-1608, and the Uniform Deceptive Trade Practices Act, Neb. Rev.
Stat., § 87-303.05(1).
B. Order Defendant to pay civil penalties of up to $2,000 for each and every violation of the
Consumer Protection Act and Uniform Deceptive Trade Practices Act, pursuant to the
Consumer Protection Act and the Uniform Deceptive Trade Practices Act.
C. Order Defendant to pay all costs and attorney’s fees for the prosecution and investigation
of this action, pursuant to the Consumer Protection Act, Neb. Rev. Stat. § 59-1608 and the
Uniform Deceptive Trade Practices Act, Neb. Rev. Stat. § 87-303(b);
D. Pursuant to Neb. Rev. Stat. §§ 59-1608(2) and 87-303.05(1), order Defendant to pay full
and complete restitution to current and former students affected by the deceptive and unfair
acts and practices of Defendant, including but not limited to the repayment of all tuition
and fee payments acquired by Defendant and the voiding of all contracts between
Defendant and any former students of the RN to BSN Program;
E. Grant Plaintiff such other and further relief as this Court deems equitable and proper.
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