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 Jackson Prep is poised to 
become a leading school in pre-
paring students for the technol-
ogy-filled world they are bound 
to encounter. On Thursday, 
April 5, the school inaugurated 
its new Extended Reality (XR) 
Learning Lab in the Jesse L. 
Howell library. With an initial 
installation of 24 virtual-reality 
stations, the XR Lab will allow 
students to use state-of-the-
art hardware and software for 
a wide variety of educational 
purposes. This lab is one of the 
largest of its kind in any K-12 
school in the country.
 To work the each station, 
the student puts on a head-
set that gives them a picture 
of virtual surroundings. The 
students are also given hand 
controllers that enable them 
to interact with the virtual 
surroundings. For example, 
you can point, make a fist, and 
even grab virtual objects. The 
current setup utilizes the Ocu-
lus Rift headset in conjunction 
with dedicated Alienware PCs.
 One of the many addi-
tions to the available electives 
for students in the 2018-2019 
school year will be an extended 
reality class. This is an exciting 
new opportunity for students 
that promises to be very differ-
ent from the normal high school 
class setup.
 This idea for an extended 
reality lab and class class came 
from the strategic plan that 
Prep has every five years. Mr. 
Denny Britt, the school’s long-
time Chief Operating Officer 
and current Interim Head of 
School (Mr. Lawrence Coco will 
become Head of School on June 
1) helped come up with this 
idea to broaden the horizons of 
Prep.
 Another product from the 
strategic plan is the Institute of 
Creativity and Innovation. This 
is an “umbrella” idea designed 
to help Prep increase creativity 
in everyday school life and stay 
current (or ahead of the curve) 
with new educational methods. 
It was instrumental in the for-

mation of the extended reality 
project.
 Earlier this year there 
were four stations up above the 
library in the Hederman Media 
Center before the full setup of 
the XR Lab. This allowed for a 
trial run of tests before library 
space was available. 
 This year the stations are 
meant mostly for teachers to 
get them adjusted to incorpo-
rating XR into their everyday 
lesson plans. For example, ge-
ography teachers can use Goo-
gle Earth VR to give students a 
360 degree view of sites around 
the world. This app could also 
be used by History English 
teachers. So if a student were 
taking European History, he or 
she can go on Google Earth VR 
to look at the building or archi-
tecture they are discussing in 
class. English classes that are 
studying Shakespeare could 
go see the Globe theatre on the 
app to help the students visu-
alize how big the building actu-
ally is and imagine themselves 
going to a performance there.
 Students can also visit 
other places that interest them. 
Senior Tanner McCraney said, 
“It was really fun getting to see 
my house.”
 There is also a fascinating 
Anatomy app where science 
teachers can guide students 
through the body’s organs and 
systems. “Not too long ago, 
when a student learned about 

the heart and its functions, 
they looked at a simple dia-
gram in a textbook,” noted Mr. 
Britt. “Now, with extended re-
ality, a student can go inside 
a beating heart, see the valves 
opening and closing, and learn 
by experiencing the functions of 
the heart.”
 Within extended reality, 
the students can view the out-
side of a healthy organs and 
one with diseases. For example, 
with the brain, the student can 
see the outside of a brain and 
then view the neurons firing 
from the inside. It is an amaz-
ing experience that would be 
difficult to do any other way. 
This interactive extended real-
ity anatomy picture and others 
like it will help the students vi-
sualize the lessons.
 Hundreds of other educa-
tional extended-reality apps are 
currently becoming available, 
and one of the functions of the 
XR Lab will be to help teach-
ers and students find the best 
software experiences available 
for their particular educational 
goals.
 English teacher Mr. Na-
than Devine said, “XR technol-
ogy provides what education 
should: immersion. At Prep, 
students engage and make 
unique products. In the past, 
that might have been accom-
plished by handing someone a 
paintbrush, but XR is the next 
generation of learning--it’s a 

paintbrush for the mind.”
 Next to the stations there 
is a dedicated laptop where 
teachers can observe what the 
students are working on. Direc-
tor of Instructional Technology 
Ms. Laurie Van Pelt said, “The 
teacher laptop is really awe-
some because it allows teachers 
to interact with their students 
in the same virtual space.” This 
shared space is an app called 
Infinite Whiteboard. This al-
lows students to be in a virtual 
classroom with the teacher. It 
is password protected, which 
ensures the class’s privacy. Us-
ing that same computer, the 
teacher can also monitor the 
student’s progress in the apps." 
Next year the stations will be 
for the extended reality class 
and for other courses where 
extended reality will improve 
their understanding of the les-
sons. In the XR class, students 
will learn how to operate the 
stations and by the end of the 
year, be able to make their own 
virtual experience.
  Many people believe 
that this technology will be 
a big part of this generation, 
and it already is. For example, 
UPS is using extended reality 
to train workers before they 
work on the actual conveyor 
belts that make UPS run. This 
could drastically change med-
ical school, dental school, and 
other graduate schools that re-
quire a lot of expertise. Doctors 
performing their first surgery 
would not be as nervous if they 
had performed that surgery on 
a virtual patient many times 
before.
 The school hopes the ex-
tended reality class and the 
XR Lab wil offer an amazing 
opportunity to broaden Prep’s 
horizons. Ms. Norma Cox, 
Prep’s librarian and Extended 
Reality Learning Lab Director 
said, “Educators are seeing in-
creased engagement levels and 
improved test scores across the 
board with extended reality ed-
ucation programs.”
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 One of the best-known 
implementations of the “ex-
tended reality” highlighted in 
Prep’s new XR Lab is what is 
commonly called “virtual re-
ality.” This phenomenon has 
become more common not only 
in the real world, but as plot 
points in television, movies, 
books, and games as well. Once 
a term only known by technol-
ogy buffs and science fiction 
fans, virtual reality is rapidly 
becoming a part of 21st century 
life.
 Virtual reality, or VR, 
is a computer-generated three 
dimensional space with which 
one can interact. With most 
current VR technology, one 
uses a headset and a pair of 
controllers to become immersed 
in a 3D environment. 
 In recent years, the 
advancement of VR technology 
has made it practical for every-
day use -- leading to a surge in 
popularity in educational and 
recreational fields. 
 VR’s popularity in ed-
ucation has come from the fact 
that it provides students with 
a hands-on approach to learn-
ing that, in some cases, would 
be impossible in reality. VR is 
a virtual lab that lacks the re-
strictions of the real world. 
VR has been used to give stu-
dents virtual field trips to 
prehistoric locations, allowed 
medical students to simulate 
surgeries, and given future ar-
chitects and engineers the abil-
ity to freely create designs. 
As the years go by, VR technol-
ogy seems poised to continue to 
advance,  furthering its immer-
sive educational capabilities. 
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Senior Jake Bell explores the possibilities of virtual reality during the opening day of 
Prep’s new XR lab. Photo by Stewart McCullough.


