
 

February 4, 2021 

FROM:  Richard Burrows, CEO, Arkansas Arts Academy 

TO:  AAA Parents & Teachers 

SUBJECT: Joshua Depner Termination 

A Freedom of Information Act request was recently made by local media outlets for release of pertinent 
documents related to the termination of Joshua Depner, high school history/social science teacher at 
the Arkansas Arts Academy.  That was sent out this morning. 

During these past few days it has been very difficult to effectively respond to parents, students, 
teachers, administrators and other members of the public about these circumstances when the situation 
warrants required conditions of privacy and confidentiality. 

On January 27, 2021 at 2:13PM, while still on duty as an educator, using district technology and 
computer assets, Mr. Depner used his official professional Arkansas Arts Academy email address to send 
a profanity laced, abusive, harassing and insulting communication to selected Arkansas legislators 
related to the passage of House Bill 1218.  In this email, Mr. Depner verbally attacked the 
representatives and used threatening language.  Importantly, by using his AAA email address, the wider 
perception is that he was a spokesperson for the district on matters that should have been sent from his 
personal email account.  When sending the email, Mr. Depner copied only a fellow teacher, but 
provided no information to his supervisor, or any district administrative personnel.  Only when 
legislators forwarded the message to the AAA Board of Directors was the evidence of Mr. Depner’s 
email made known to district administrative personnel. 

After reviewing the email, I immediately called Heather Wright, 7-12 Principal and we discussed what 
actions to take.  The only consideration for disciplinary action was the violation of the district’s 
Technology Use agreement (signed by Mr. Depner upon his hire on 7/26/18) which includes: 

“Any employee found to have violated this policy shall be subject to disciplinary action up to and 
including termination or non-renewal of the employment contract.  Misuse of the School’s 
computers and systems includes, but is not limited to, the following: 

1. Using the internet for activities deemed lewd, obscene, vulgar, or pornographic as 
determined by prevailing community standards. 
 

2. Using abusive or profane language in private messages on the system or using the 
system to harass, insult, or verbally attack others. 

 
. . . 

25. Email accounts are provided to school employees as deemed necessary for 
conducting official school business.” 

 

 



Mr. Joshua Depner was terminated at 8:25P on January 27, 2021 by email communication, under my 
direction, by Heather Wright and included: 

“We received communication this evening regarding emails sent to Arkansas legislators from 
your Arkansas Arts Academy professional email address that contained problematic and 
unprofessional language and violate the personnel technology agreements and educators code 
of ethics we are all bound by. 

The speech and language used were unacceptable and reflect badly on our school as a whole.  
We are left with no choice but to terminate your employment immediately.  You should turn in 
your keys, badge, and computer to the administration office tomorrow morning.  You will not be 
permitted on the high school campus.” 

Upon termination, his district email account and badge access to district properties were canceled.  Mr. 
Depner has only returned his computer, to date.  Mr. Depner has been contacted about his final 
paycheck and benefits options.   

I invited Mr. Depner to an arbitration meeting at the district offices on February 3, 2021 at 9:00AM to 
clarify and settle issues related to the incident.  Claims by Mr. Depner that this was a hearing for 
reinstatement are untrue.  The meeting was subsequently cancelled on Tuesday, February 2, 2021 
upon advice from legal counsel. 

An executive session of the Board of Directors was held by zoom on Monday, February 1, 2021 in the 
evening to discuss the matter. 

At no time was Mr. Depner’s opinions about House Bill 1218 or his capacity to deliver quality instruction 
to AAA students in discussion.  He is well-liked and appreciated by many people. 

Mr. Depner was terminated because he exceeded any acceptable norms in communicating with others.  
With the FOIA release, citizens of our community will have access to his original email and can decide for 
themselves within context of how important words are, the value of words in public education, and the 
use of words in reasonable public discourse. 

The Arkansas Arts Academy strives for a high academic and innovative creative teaching and learning 
environment that can be trusted to conduct its business in a safe, critical and professional manner. 

 

 


