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Attorneys for Plaintiffs and the Proposed Class

SUPERIOR COURT OF THE STATE OF CALIFORNIA

FOR THE COUNTY OF LOS ANGELES

STEPHANIE LUNA, SANDRA
CAMPOS, and DEONTE SIMPKINS,
individually and on behalf of all others
similarly situated,

Plaintiffs,
V.

UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN
CALIFORNIA,

Defendant.

CLASS ACTION COMPLAINT

1. Unfair, Deceptive Acts (Civ. Code

§ 1770)
2. Unfair, Deceptive, Untrue, or Misleading
Advertising (Bus. & Prof. Code § 17500)
Unjust Enrichment
Unruh Civil Rights Act (Civ. Code § 51)
Unlawful, Unfair, or Fraudulent
Conduct, Public Injunction (Bus. &
Prof. Code § 17200)
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INTRODUCTION

i, Defendant University of Southern California (“USC”), through the Suzanne
Dworak-Peck School of Social Work, offered the country’s first full-time graduate degree in
social work. In addition to this long-standing in-person Master of Social Work (“MSW™’)
program, in 2010 USC also began offering an online MSW program.

2, USC represents to the public, prospective students, and its students that its online
MSW program is exactly the same as its long-standing and well-known in-person MSW
program, using the “same USC faculty,” the “same curriculum,” the “same quality field
experience,” and the “same career development services.”"

3. USC aggressively markets its online MSW program, relying on the reputation of
and representations regarding the quality and nature of its in-person MSW program and the
Suzanne Dworak-Peck School of Social Work. USC also charges its students exactly the same
very high price for its in-person and online MSW degrees (until recently, over $110,000).

4, However, USC’s in-person and online MSW programs are not at all the same, and
USC’s representations about the online MSW program are egregiously false and misleading. In
fact, USC provides a very different program to its online students, including by using different
instructors, different course content, and by outsourcing other important services such as the
clinical placement program. Indeed, USC has outsourced substantial aspects of its online MSW
program to a for-profit corporation in exchange for splitting the tuition; USC does not administer
this program. Rather than provide the same academic program that it represents to students to
induce them to enroll in its online MSW program, USC merely profits at their expense.

5. USC knows that its deceptive representations of its online MSW program as the
“same” as its in-person MSW program are not remotely true. Even worse, USC has chosen to
specifically direct these misrepresentations at people of color and veterans to induce them to pay
the high price for its inferior online MSW program that is not the same as its in-person program,

and that is in substantial part not even provided by USC. USC engages in these very serious, and

! See https://msw.usc.edu/form/ (last visited April 30, 2023).
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unlawful, misrepresentations to maximize revenue from increasing online enrollment, to the tune
of tens of millions of dollars each year—to the detriment of students, like Plaintiffs here, who
enter the social work field to serve others, and who graduate saddled with massive debt.

6. USC’s MSW program is supposed to include both classroom instruction from
USC’s esteemed faculty on the best practices developed through rigorous research for tackling
the complex problems students will face as social workers, and clinical placements where
students can hone their skills under careful supervision in the specific areas where they hope to
practice. For USC’s in-person MSW students, USC provides live classroom instruction by its
regular School of Social Work faculty, clinical placements identified and set up by USC
personnel, and USC career services staff with experience in the field. Despite the representations
made by USC to induce students to pay the exceptionally high price of its online MSW program,
USC does not provide the same faculty, curriculum, classroom instruction, clinical placement
services, or professional development services to online students as to in-person students.

7. Instructors teaching students enrolled in the online MSW program are largely
distinct from the regular tenured, tenure-track, and clinical faculty who teach in USC’s in-person,
on-campus MSW program; many online instructors have no research or other connection with
in-person USC School of Social Work programs, research, or faculty, and do not even reside in
California. That is, when online students get live instructors at all-—much of the online MSW
program consists of pre-recorded “asynchronous” content, delivered through an outdated
platform; those lectures, often recorded years ago, in many cases no longer describe how social
workers should work with client populations and are not in line with contemporary research in
the field or with USC’s representations about its online program.

8. And for clinical training, USC’s experienced and well-connected clinical
administrators and staff do not handle the online MSW student placements at all. The typical
online MSW student is pushed by “placement specialists” from 2U, Inc., USC’s for-profit
partner, into a placement that may or may not be relevant or suitable to prepare the student for

that student’s planned area of work, without any other options. Likewise, USC does not provide
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online students with career services using its experienced and well-resourced staff at all: it has
completely outsourced career services for online students to 2U.

9. USC’s actions with respect to its online students are intentional and willful:
despite ongoing criticism and publicity, USC continues to misrepresent to the public, prospective
students, and current and former students that its online and in-person MSW programs are the
same, and it has actively concealed from its students the nature of its arrangements with 2U that
lead to different resources, access, and treatment for its in-person and online students. USC’s
websites and advertisements hide the connection and inaccurately portray USC’s online MSW
program as being entirely administered in-house, just like USC’s in-person program. In addition,
2U employees (including recruiters, “enrollment specialists,” and others induced to aggressively
target and sell incoming students) are provided USC email addresses and instructed not to reveal
that they work for 2U rather than USC.

10. Through these arrangements, USC has turned its online MSW program into an
enormous degree mill. USC’s MSW program has grown from enrolling 300 total students per
cohort prior to 2010, to currently enrolling over 3,000 students, almost entirely through online
growth. Because it costs USC far less to provide its online MSW program than to provide its in-
person MSW program, its online MSW program is a huge “cash cow” for USC.

1. As part of its scheme to increase online enrollment, USC has engaged in “reverse
redlining” to market its inferior program. Recruitment and marketing efforts for USC’s online
and unequal MSW program were intentionally targeted toward people of color and veterans
whom USC thought were better marks for “conversion”—that is, more likely to enroll once they
were 1n touch with a recruiter—even if what they were getting was worth less than what they
would have to pay for it by taking on massive debt.

12, The profit motive at the heart of the relationship between USC and its online
program provider has already resulted in multiple scandals, to the detriment of the school and its

students.’

2 See Michael Finnegan & Matt Hamilton, Former USC dean admits to arranging bribery payment
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13, Notwithstanding the publicity shining a light on the unequal educational program
USC is offering its online MSW students for the sake of generating profits, USC persists in
misrepresenting the nature of these programs to this day. USC still steadfastly represents that
these unequal programs are the “same,” recruiting and inducing thousands of new students every

year, including hundreds if not thousands in California.

14. None of this is consistent with the purported lofty goals of USC and its School of
Social Work as a non-profit educational institution. USC’s MSW program is meant to provide
aspiring social workers with the skills and experiences they need to help people who are
vulnerable, oppressed, or living in poverty. As USC itself says: “The central mission of the
University of Southern California is the development of human beings and society as a whole
through cultivation and enrichment of the human mind and spirit.” And USC’s online MSW
program promises to “prepare[] you to effect positive change at the individual, community or
macro level through weekly online classes and an innovative virtual and in-person fieldwork
approach.” The Code of Ethics for social workers begins: “The primary mission of the social
work profession is to enhance human well-being and help meet the basic human needs of all
people, with particular attention to the needs and empowerment of people who are vulnerable,
oppressed, and living in poverty.” Nat’l Ass’n of Social Workers, Code of Ethics. USC appears
to have sacrificed these goals for the promise of immediate gains of partnering with a for-profit
corporation in a scheme to maximize its own revenue at the expense of its students.

13, The misrepresentations made to Plaintiffs Stephanie Luna, Sandra Campos, and
Deonte Simpkins exemplify USC’s misrepresentations to its online MSW students, and its
targeting of people of color and veterans, to the students’ detriment.

16. Having viewed USC’s representations to potential students that USC’s online
MSW program was the same in all respects as the in-person MSW program, Plaintiffs enrolled in
the online MSW program to embark on their professional journey of enhancing human well-

being and meeting the basic human needs of all people, and they paid USC the same tuition paid

for Mark Ridley-Thomas, L.A. Times (Sept. 15, 2022); Lisa Bannon & Andrea Fuller, USC Pushed
a $115,000 Online Degree. Graduates Got Low Salaries, Huge Debts, Wall St. J. (Nov. 9, 2021).

9

CLASS ACTION COMPLAINT




10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28

by in-person MSW students for their degrees: more than $110,000. The materials provided and
made available to Plaintiffs by USC about its online MSW program at all times claimed that the
academic programs were the “same,” did not explain important differences between the online
and in-person programs, and concealed the fact that the program was largely outsourced to non-
USC staff. Plaintiffs were consistently contacted by individuals, including recruiters and
enrollment specialists, purporting to represent USC (including by using USC email addresses),
but who actually worked for 2U, Inc.

. It was only once they had already paid their tuition and enrolled, gradually as the
program progressed, that Plaintiffs began to discover the extent to which USC’s online MSW
program was not the “same” as USC’s in-person MSW program.

18. Moreover, as students, Plaintiffs had no reason to suspect and no way of knowing
that part of the problem was that USC had outsourced multiple important functions, including
recruitment, academic advising, clinical placements, and career services, entirely to a for-profit
corporation, but disguised that outsourcing by instructing those non-USC employees to use USC
email addresses and conceal their employment by 2U. Plaintiffs did not, and could not, have
discovered the full extent of USC’s misrepresentations, or the fact that they had been deliberately
targeted as people of color for enrollment in the inferior online program, until at least November
2021, when the Wall Street Journal’s investigative journalists uncovered and published hitherto
hidden information about USC’s relationship with the for-profit 2U, and the deliberate targeting
of students based on race and veteran status.’

19 Like their fellow online MSW students, Plaintiffs each paid a very substantial
sum for a program that was not remotely what USC told them they were getting. Each was
misled by USC’s false statements about this program. As a direct result of USC’s
misrepresentations, false advertising, and unfair business practices, Plaintiffs and their fellow

online students did not get what they applied, enrolled, and paid for. If not for USC’s false

3 Bannon & Fuller, supra.
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advertising and deceptive and discriminatory practices, Plaintiffs would never have paid the

inflated tuition for USC’s completely different and decidedly unequal online MSW program.

20. USC’s actions with respect to potential, current, and former USC students violate
California’s False Advertising Law, the Consumer Legal Remedies Act, the Unruh Civil Rights
Act, and California’s Unfair Competition Law, and also constitute common law unjust
enrichment. Plaintiffs seek, on their own behalf and on behalf of students across California who
did not get the academic program USC represented, to hold USC accountable for its unlawful
actions, and to prevent USC from engaging in this unlawful conduct with respect to any more
students targeted for its online MSW program.

JURISDICTION AND VENUE

21. This Court has jurisdiction over this action pursuant to Article VI, section 10 of
the California Constitution because this case is a cause not given by statute to other trial courts.
22. Venue is proper in this Court pursuant to C.C.P. § 395.5 and Civil Code
§ 1780(d). USC has its principal place of business, resides, and is doing business in Los Angeles

County.
PARTIES

23. Plaintiff Stephanie Luna is a resident of Los Angeles, California. Ms. Luna
started USC’s online MSW program on May 13, 2019 and graduated on May 19, 2021. Ms.
Luna paid over $110,000 to USC for the online MSW program.

24, Plaintiff Sandra Campos is a resident of San Diego, California. Ms. Campos
started USC’s online MSW program on May 14, 2019 and graduated on May 19, 2021. Ms.
Campos paid over $110,000 to USC for the online MSW program.

23. Plaintiff Deonte Simpkins is a resident of San Diego, California. Mr. Simpkins
started USC’s online MSW program on January 11, 2021 and finished his degree on December
2,2022. He will graduate on May 12, 2023. Mr. Simpkins paid over $110,000 to USC for the
online MSW program.

26. Defendant University of Southern California is a non-profit corporation

incorporated in California with its principal place of business in Los Angeles, California. USC is
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one of the wealthiest private universities in the country, with an endowment that is in the top 20
of private universities, at over $8 billion in 2021. USC offers in-person and online MSW degree
programs through its Suzanne Dworak-Peck School of Social Work.

FACTUAL ALLEGATIONS

I. USC’s MSW Program

27. USC’s School of Social Work was founded in 1920 as a course of study within
the USC sociology department. In 1922, the Division of Social Work became the School of
Social Welfare. In 1939, an independent School of Social Work was granted full academic
status at USC, and, as USC claims, “it has been a leader and innovator in social work education
and research since its founding.” USC has the oldest MSW program in the United States and
was among the first schools of social work to be fully accredited.

28. For a long time, USC’s MSW program was highly ranked nationally among
graduate social work programs. The Suzanne Dworak-Peck School of Social Work “champions
social justice for the well-being of individuals, families, and communities through innovative
teaching of evidence-based practice and practice-based skills, pioneering transformative
research, and cultivating leadership for social change.”

29.  USC makes information about its School of Social Work and its MSW programs
available to the public and its students in one central location on the USC website at
https://dworakpeck.usc.edu/. There, USC provides an overview and detailed information about
curriculum, faculty, practicum education and practice instructors for its MSW programs:
https://dworakpeck.usc.edu/academics/usc-master-of-social-work. USC’s website also provides
the public and prospective students with the online mechanism by which students apply to its
MSW programs.

30. USC’s MSW program generally takes two years and involves coursework and
clinical education. With respect to the curriculum, USC explains: “Our courses and training
incorporate evidence-based and evidence-informed research and practices, including new
findings in future-forward areas such as artificial intelligence and neuroscience that are pushing

the envelope in prevention and intervention and providing more interdisciplinary opportunities
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for social workers.” USC represents: “Our curriculum places a strong emphasis on the science of
social work and preparing graduates to become leaders within the profession. Social work
students at USC receive the most up-to-date education because we are a top-tier research
institution, and community-based research informs our curriculum.” With respect to clinical
education, USC also explains: “This intensive program includes 1,200 hours of hands-on
practicum education to practice and apply the skills you learn in class,” achieved through clinical
placements.

3 USC’s School of Social Work continues to be known for its interdisciplinary
research and instruction. The School houses numerous research centers addressing issues such
as Homelessness, Housing, and Health Equity; LGBTQ+ Health Equity; Veterans and Military
Families; Addiction Science; Aging; and Al in Society.

32, The USC MSW program is very expensive. As of 2021, USC charged $115,120
for the two-year program (requiring 60 units over two years). As of 2022, USC has changed the
minimum requirements for a MSW degree and structured its tuition on a per-unit basis, charging
a $2,045 per unit rate (for a total of approximately $85,000 for only 42 units).

33. According to the most recent data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the
average annual salary for a full-time social worker in California is $74,405 (with significant
variations based on geographical location, level of experience, and particular areas of social
work). The median income of recent USC MSW graduates is $52,000.

I1. USC’s Online MSW Program
A. USC’s Representations That the Online MSW Program Is the Same as the In-
Person MSW Program

34, USC’s online MSW program requires students to attend coursework for the MSW
degree remotely. The practicum/clinical placement component may be either partially remote or
in person at a host clinical organization/entity.

35. Since its inception in 2010, USC has charged exactly the same expensive tuition

for its online MSW program as for its in-person MSW program.
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36. As discussed above, the USC School of Social Work informs the public and
prospective and current students about the MSW program through its website. At all relevant
times, that website has presented the main general information about the MSW program,
including describing the curriculum, faculty, and clinical education components, not generally
differentiated between formats (in-person vs online) thus implying the information presented
applies to both programs. Only after presenting information regarding its MSW program in
general, at the bottom of the page, does USC provide a link to the different “formats™ for the
MSW program, including “on-campus,” “hybrid,” and “online.”

3. At all relevant times, the USC School of Social Work website has also made
specific representations comparing its in-person MSW program and its online MSW program.
USC represents that these programs are the “same” other than format and location.

38. For example, this is the page where users request more information about the

online MSW:

USC “lllz..lnn? Dworak-Peck anling Programs on Campus Programs &5 Admissions Exparience Blog Apply B2

-

&

Change wes With USC’s Online

Master of Social Work Program

Do you have a BSW or are you snrclled In & BSW program?

Request Information

— Select —

Tho MSWERLISC is the onling Mastar of Soctal Work (MSW) program from the LSC Suzanna Dworak-Pock School of
Social Work

How does the online MSW program match the on-campus program?

- Same curricutum: You will be propared for leadership roles across all social work settings.

- Same quality feld sxperience: You will compiste training In your community to prepare for real world
practice.

- Same USC faculty: You will form real connections with distingulshed faculty who are leaders in social work

+ Same career development services: You will receive the SUpport and resources you need 1O DUMSLE Career

succous

what's different about the online MSW program? As a student, you can:

+ Eam a University of Souther California degree without relocating

- Rocoiva dodicatod support; wo work with you to find field Internships near your community.

- Connect with USC faculty and classmates in your online seminar-style class limited to approximately 12
students

- Review interactive coursework that reinforces classmom discuss 24/7 online and via 3 mobila app.

- Access USC's libraries and caresr services Lhroughoul your en 1t v beyond
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That is, USC states that “the online MSW program match[es] the on-campus program™ in the
following ways:

e Same curriculum: You will be prepared for leadership roles across all social
work settings.

e Same quality field experience: You will complete training in your community to
prepare for real world practice.

e Same USC faculty: You will form real connections with distinguished faculty
who are leaders in social work.

e Same career development services: You will receive the support and resources
you need to pursue career success.

39. Elsewhere, USC likewise states: “The online Master of Social Work program has
the same admissions standards, curriculum, graduation requirements, degree and diploma as the
on-campus MSW program,” and again, “The admissions standards for the online MSW are the
same as those for our on-campus program and we seek applicants who are motivated to succeed
in a challenging master’s degree program.”

40. These representations are not fleeting references: USC’s website is replete with
content stating and representing that the online and in-person MSW programs are the same, and
providing specific content to that representation by portraying the faculty, curriculum, clinical
placement and other services of its MSW programs as the same notwithstanding the online or in-
person format. Nor are these representations an accident: USC intends to portray its online
MSW program this way to induce as many students as possible to apply for and enroll in its
online program, banking on the reputation and representations about the quality of its in-person
program.

41. USC’s representation that its online MSW program is, in all relevant respects, the
same as its in-person (or “on-ground” or “on-campus™) MSW program have been consistent over
time.

42.  For example, when USC launched its online MSW program in 2010, USC’s
website claimed that the program would “give[] you the opportunity to earn the same quality

education on-campus students receive,” “delivered by our regular, full-time faculty.” Indeed,
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USC stated that “[m]any students find the experience even more interactive and fulfilling than a
traditional classroom.” USC also touted that “an accredited online MSW from USC will carry
significant value in any organization’s hiring and advancement decisions.” In the FAQ section
of this website, USC posed the question: “What is the difference between the MSW@USC and
the MSW?” The answer: “Virtually, nothing.”*

43, As of 2016, USC’s website continued to claim that “[t]he only difference”
between the online MSW program and the on-campus program was “that you attend classes and
complete coursework online.”

44, As of April 2021, under the heading “What’s Different About the Online MSW
Program?”” USC’s website stated: “The online Master of Social Work program has the same
admissions standards, curriculum, graduation requirements, degree and diploma as the on-
campus MSW program. The difference? You’ll attend classes, complete coursework and engage
with the USC community online.” Under that same heading, the site touts that “[e]ach seminar-
style class is taught by USC faculty.”

45. The purported similarity of USC’s in-person and online MSW programs, with the
sole difference being that the online program is available without traveling to USC’s campus, is a
crucial selling point that leads students to pay tuition for USC’s online MSW program that is the
same as the tuition USC charges for its in-person MSW program.

46. USC represents that faculty in its online and in-person MSW programs is “the
same,” and represents that the availability of classes taught by tenured, full-time faculty who are
prominent in their field is the same between its in-person and online MSW programs.

47. To that end, USC provides specific information regarding the online MSW
program, under “Online Programs,” at https://msw.usc.edu/online. On that website, USC
represents, with respect to its online MSW program, that the courses in the online MSW program

are taught by USC faculty:

4 USC at times refers or has referred to the online MSW program as MSW@USC.
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o “All of our courses are taught by distinguished USC faculty whose research and
teaching have made them leaders in their respective fields.”

e “Courses are delivered online and taught by our award-winning faculty”

e “Your Classes” are “Taught by USC professors, seminar-style classes are kept
small—with an approximate 12:1 student-to-faculty ratio—to encourage
conversation and collaboration. In the MSW(@USC classroom, there is no back
row: You will actively participate in discussions with your professors and peers.”

48. Elsewhere, the USC website advertises that “[e]ach seminar-style class is taught
by USC faculty” and that the online MSW program will “give[] you the opportunity to earn the
same quality education on-campus students receive,” “delivered by our regular, full-time
faculty.”

49, Information provided directly to prospective students likewise makes these
claims. For example, USC has advertised to the public and prospective students via Twitter that:
“The courses in the online MSW(@USC program are designed and led by distinguished USC
faculty whose research and teaching have made them leaders in their respective fields.”
Similarly, emails sent to prospective students titled “Why Choose the MSW@USC?” state: “All
MSW@USC courses are taught by USC professors. Our top-ranked faculty have their fingers on
the pulse of today’s societal and social issues, and their research and teaching skills have made
them leaders in their respective fields.” They also state: “All MSW@USC classes are live,
collaborative, seminar-style sessions.” The availability of world-class faculty is a key
component of USC’s MSW program and one that prospective students value and consider in
selecting a program or whether to attend a program at all.

50.  USC also promotes the online MSW program’s “rigorous curriculum” and USC’s
status as an “elite, private research institution.” With respect to its curriculum, USC generally
advertises: “The school’s recently refreshed curriculum places a stronger emphasis on science
and leadership, and allows for more intensive preparation within the student’s chosen department
of study and through various specialization tracks offered.” With respect to the online program
in particular, USC separately states: “Featuring a rigorous curriculum that mirrors the on-campus
program, MSW@USC provides each student with a specialization in integrative social work,
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offering foundational training that prepares them to practice across client populations and
settings.”

3. USC also advertises that the online MSW program is “constantly evolving to fit
the needs of our students and their future practices.”

92 Relatedly, USC represents that “Each seminar-style class is taught by USC faculty
in real time within a state-of-the-art, virtual Zoom classroom, limited to approximately 12
students.”

53. And USC advertises that “The USC Suzanne Dworak-Peck School of Social
Work offers a unique set of electives designed to prepare you for practice in your chosen area.
While enrolled in the online Master of Social Work program, you will take one general elective.”

54, As USC explains, clinical placements (also known as “practicum”) is a very
significant component of the MSW educational program. USC specifically represents that
clinical placements are the “same” as between USC’s in-person and online MSW programs.

55. USC specifically represents that USC provides the “team of placement experts”
for the clinical placements, to “help you find appropriate fieldwork sites in your own
community.”

56. USC represents that the quality, services, and variety of valuable clinical
placements is equivalent between its in-person and online MSW programs. For example:

a. The USC website claims: “The USC Suzanne Dworak-Peck School of

Social Work is affiliated with field sites around the world, which allows us to help our

students find successful placements no matter where they live.”

b. USC has advertised to the public and prospective students via Twitter that:

“Our MSW students have the opportunity to secure field placements with sports teams,

veteran service agencies, political offices and banks.”

o8 Emails sent to prospective students on behalf of USC titled “What Makes
the Field Experience at USC Different?” read: “Each placement site in our nationwide
network exemplifies the highest standards for 21st-century social work. Our team will

identify a local field placement that will help you reach your learning objectives.”
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