Elsa Dickins: The Virtual Worlds Project team at The Open University have put considerable legwork into establishing a comparison matrix of virtual worlds for educational purposes. We started out by listing all the qualities we are looking for in a VW environment for educators, trying very hard not to think about the ones we are already familiar with, and rated each one according to significance and value. The OU VW Steering Group gave their input to the list and ratings, and several iterations later we had a set of 73 criteria for checking against the available platforms. We started out with about 50 environments, and knocked out many of them against a few basics such as no game narrative (bye bye World of Warcraft) and no brand narrative (see you later BarbieWorld), along with basic requirements to support synchronous communication etc. This took us down to a remaining 69 criteria, which we then applied to 18 platforms. Often there was no online documentation and we relied on setting up an account and getting into the environment to explore responses to the selections. There remained a number of unknowns in the final matrix and in these cases having exhausted all reasonable avenues of exploration (including email and telephone support) we marked them as nos. The final weighted ratings put Second Life at the top, closely followed by ReactionGrid and then OpenSim, so our project recommendations are to stick with Second Life for the moment, with a contingency plan and a watching brief on RG and OS, and we‚ are writing a paper with more details about the whole selection process.  However! Since we did this at least two of the platforms we looked at have gone, and there have been updates and changes to many if not all of the others, so our matrix is already out of date. We always planned to offer it up to the community and hope for corrections where we‚ have got it wrong (and there will be corrections), and we‚ are doing this now in the hope that people will find it useful, and that it can be a resource for anyone who is interested in platform selection and justification. Anyone can look at it here http://www.open.ac.uk/wikis/virtualworlds/Main_Page ‚  please email us (virtualworlds@open.ac.uk) if you have corrections or suggestions (eg for new criteria) to offer, or if you have a particular interest in taking on editing rights. We welcome constructive criticism and discussion.

