
cellular biology and truly explore the 
inside of a cell or tour a space station 
as an astronaut, the technology brings 
tremendous joy to users and allows all 
types of learners to engage with and 
comprehend new material. 

Building on the success of the pilot, the 
VR program eventually expanded to 100 
libraries, intentionally focusing on the 
most disadvantaged communities and 
underserved populations. In partnership 
with the National Park Service, the 
libraries hosted a program that allowed 
local families to visit nearby national 
parks via VR technology. 

“It’s hard to believe, but even though 
these parks are in our backyard, so many families have never been,” Jones said. “For all kinds of reasons, whether it be transporta-
tion, money, or hours, families were not able to experience the parks until they could connect through our virtual reality program.” 

This is just one example of how the VR program allowed libraries to elevate their services to the people who need them the most. 
“If you get down to it, this is what libraries are about, providing access for people who wouldn't have those resources themselves,” 
Jones said.

Take the Virtual Reality Leap
Jones cited fear of failure as her biggest barrier to making the VR pilot program a reality. Working with new technology and the 
unknown can feel risky, but Jones emphasized the importance of libraries being leaders in cutting-edge technology.

As Marin County expanded its VR program, it faced a few logistical challenges with the implementation. In the beginning, there was 
a need to understand the required bandwidth for VR, which Jones referenced as “video on steroids.” Another obstacle was that VR 
participants needed constant supervision. However, as Jones shared, “failures are never fatal; they’re just learning opportunities.” 
Marin County ultimately was able to transform those challenges into opportunities for the local community. CENIC, California’s 
research and education network, provided the powerful connection the library needed to implement VR. To supervise the VR 
participants, the libraries developed job training and skills programs to engage local teens to do the job.

Jones’ biggest piece of advice for libraries and classrooms interested in implementing VR educational programs is to engage with 
community partners and seek out best practices. “Look for folks like us,” she said. “So many have already blazed trails, and our 
intent is to share that.”

Sara Jones is the Director of County Library Services 
for Marin County, California. She also is a virtual reality 
(VR) pioneer in her field. Jones has developed a robust 
network of libraries using cutting edge VR equipment 
and software, bringing to life learning concepts that 
could only be imagined before. 

Access to Immersive Learning
Marin County is known largely for its wealth and vicinity to Silicon Valley and the Bay 
Area, where people have access to every imaginable resource. However, there’s a lesser 
known fact that informs much of Jones’ work:  Marin also is the most disparate and 
inequitable county in California. “Depending on where you live, you have this great advantage 
or disadvantage, so a great deal of the work in libraries is to really look at the vulnerable 
populations and to see what it is that we can do to level that playing field,” she said.

By working with a local community member, John Macleod and his companies New Media 
Learning and XRLearn which already had the expertise and baseline equipment, the 
Marin County libraries were able to start a VR-based learning program.  Jones also 
spearheaded a partnership with the largest school district in Marin County to expand 
STEM and STEAM services in the district and throughout the county by dedicating a 
2,000 square foot modular district building to makerspace-type programming. 

Marin County started its pilot program to assess how libraries might integrate VR into 
their service offerings and gauge community interest. Very quickly, the pilot libraries saw 
huge success with the program. Offering VR programs allowed libraries to bring learning 
alive for community members and make learning fun again. Whether VR is used to study 
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Virtual reality takes students to a new level of understanding, especially with 
abstract concepts that are hard for us to get our heads around,” Jones said. 
“Reading a text or watching a movie is only engaging a few of the senses, where 
with virtual reality you’re completely immersed in the environment and engaging 
most of your senses.
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