WEB345: Lesson 7, Assignment 6

1. W3C Mobile Web Initiative + 2. W3C MWI Best Practices List

While these two resources were listed separately on the reading list, the link for the second leads to an expired resource. On the MWI site it appears that the latest significant output of the Best Practices Working Group (BPWG) is the Mobile Web Best Practices 1.0, a document published only within the last week (July 29) as a W3C Recommendation. “The W3C Members chartered the Mobile Web Best Practices Working Group as part of the Mobile Web Initiative (sponsors) to make it possible to provide an appropriate user experience on mobile devices,” and as such the BPWG is one of six (including the Steering Council) total that comprise the MWI.

MWI is one of many W3C groups working on a particular activity, in this case the mobile web, and its site is focused on the overall mission of the initiative—to address and solve problems of interoperability and usability in mobile web access and usage by engaging all types of players in the industry (“tool vendors, content providers, handset manufacturers, browser vendors and mobile operators”). Working groups in addition to Best Practices include Device Description and Test Suites, as well as a Social Development Interest Group, which (respectively) produce recommendations for:

· “creating mobile-friendly content and applications”

· “enabling easy access to device descriptions”

· “setting up test suites for increased interoperability of mobile browsers”

· “exploring ways to use the Web on mobile devices to bridge the digital divide”
Essentially this is the W3C body charged with authoritative recommendations for mobile. Its site provides standards, guidelines, tools such as the mobileOK validator, news, events information, links to related groups and initiatives, and of course, contacts. (Interestingly, the phrase “mobileOK” is used to describe content in the same way that the TRUSTe Web Privacy Seal or the Verisign Secured Seal might be applied to a site—almost a brand or trademark. The BPWG refers to it as a “trustmark.”)

 The audience for the BPWG’s Mobile Web Best Practices 1.0 document is narrower: “The recommendations refer to delivered content and not to the processes by which it is created, nor to the devices or user agents to which it is delivered.” So, for content providers, this document provides a fairly exhaustive specification of current recommendations for “improv[ing] the experience of the Web on mobile devices... in the context of wishing to work towards ‘One Web’.” Not surprisingly, the tone and scope of the content is very harmonious with that of the parent group MWI, and the content is intensely detailed, pragmatic, and thorough. After establishing a baseline “default delivery context” to cover nine quintessential facets of content delivery, the document proceeds through nitty gritty, detailed recommendations for content presentation and user interactions in a simple what/why/how format, including testing instructions and reference links. 

In the conclusion of the document various “primary” sources are cited, including research and materials from industry heavyweights such as Nokia (devices) and Opera (browser), with a note that “While the Best Practice statements have mainly been assembled by secondary research, the sources for that research have in many cases been assembled from primary research. In addition, group members' contributions are to some extent informed by primary research carried out by their company.” This invites speculation, or at least curiosity, about whether the recommendations are biased either intentionally or inadvertently based on the member composition of the group and the availability of source materials. After all these recommendations are made by people, and reviewed and revised by other people, and if no representatives from Sony Ericsson or Apple or Microsoft participate in the group, what expertise, viewpoints, and primary research is left out of potential consideration? The same likely holds true of the parent group MWI; its Steering Committee is comprised in part of representatives from sponsor organizations. I don’t know the answer to this question, but it is worth keeping in mind.
3. A contrarian view: Luca Passani's Global Authoring Practices for Mobile Web
Not having yet read this article prior to writing the last paragraph, above, my last point turns out to be an appropriate segue to a review of this author’s contribution. This lengthy page introduces the Global Authoring Practices (GAP) as a preferable, and in Passani’s view, more practicable and realistic alternative to the MWI BPWG’s Best Practices recommendations. The page is undated, but judging by the excerpts quoted by Passani from the BPWG document he is working against the most recently-published version. Passani’s argument is simply structured: starting with the thesis “Because of the large number of players... and even when restricting ourselves to XHTML-MP, the industry has produced lots of tutorials and developer guides, each and every one of which only contains part of the story... this situation creates a paradox... a gap to be filled and this is where the Global Authoring Practices (GAP) document plays a role.” If that seems similar to the BPWG’s charter, Passani acknowledges the similarities but clearly and expediently diverges from the latter’s approach by:

· proposing that adaptation should be the mobile web developer’s standard modus operandi

· establishing XHTML-MP as the key component of a baseline delivery context (which, for the LCD developer, he also provides)

· challenging the objectivity of the BPWG’s approach, and its relevance to developers

· rejecting the efficacy, practicality, and usability of MWI’s One Web “postulate”

Passani’s point, with this last bullet, is that people use the mobile web very differently from the “big web,” such that value of requiring exactly or nearly equivalent content presentation on each platform is either questionable or at worst, bad usability. As a mobile user who has owned a succession of increasingly capable devices (Nokia, Blackberry, Samsung Blackjack, iPhone), I quite agree with his point of view. I found Passani’s subsequent critique of select best practices advocated within the BPWG document interesting (and humourous)—particularly the rebuttal of the BPWG [Navigation] best practice—a compelling invitation to review the GAP in detail.

4. dev.mobi's Mobile Web Developer's Guide
Initially I found this site hard to navigate (on the big web) because once in it, there are backward and forward navigation links, and “up”—which helpfully hints “Go to parent page” but still took me a few tries to figure out that clicking “up” twice takes you to the table of contents. To wit, one of the guidelines presented here: “Showing multiple levels of navigation within your list usually doesn’t work well because it gives users too many options and consumes valuable screen area. A better way is to show only the options related to the page they’re viewing.” So, after I realized that a .mobi site should be viewed on a mobile, on Safari Mobile those critical footer navigation links appear thus:

‹ DotMobi

 HYPERLINK "http://dev.mobi/content/mobile-web-developer%E2%80%99s-guide-part-i" 
up

 HYPERLINK "http://dev.mobi/content/balancing-goals-and-constraints" 
Balancing Goals and Constraints ›

oops! though they do work properly. Possibly, a version with more navigation functionality (a complete table of contents) should be offered to desktop users, rather than the mobile “one size fits all” version.

Regardless, like the previous resources reviewed, this site sets out to provide useful content presentation guidelines to those developing for mobile—up through May of 2007, the posting date stamped on each content page. Has the content been updated since then? If not, does it matter? Since new devices are released all the time—two iterations of iPhones, for example—and the three sets of guidelines reviewed here are inextricably linked and interdependent, then yes, frequent content updates are a requirement for any such set of guidelines to retain relevance and legitimacy. 
 

dotMobi is the “ICANN-appointed global registry for the .mobi domain” and like the MWI has a broad set of mobile industry backers. The first part of this guide treats the reader to a very practical and useful review of user-centered design as it applies to the mobile platform, and an introduction to past and present standards. The second part digs into best practices in more depth and features a lengthy discussion of adaptation.  The kicker in the dev.mobi Mobile Developer’s Guide comes in the Mobile Web Standards chapter of the guide, actually in the form of cited dotMobi Registrant Rules: 

“DotMobi wants to ensure that all .mobi domains provide the best possible experience to mobile users. Therefore, dotMobi requires all registrants to adhere to the following rules:

· All dotMobi sites must be available in the standard XHTML-Mobile Profile 1.0 or later (e.g. XHTML Basic 1.1), and this must be the default presentation, unless the site knows that the device supports something else.

· A mobile user must be able to access a dotMobi site from http://www.domain.mobi as well as http://domain.mobi

· A dotMobi Web site must not use frames.

“In addition to these mandatory rules, dotMobi recommends that developers follow W3C Best Practice guidelines, but will not enforce these.”

This (as of spring 2007) spells out dotMobi’s own LCD position, and leaves it to the reader to continue the process of research, discovery, and decision-making as to current best practices for 2008 and beyond.

� A minor rant, cont’d: it wasn’t until I Googled for � HYPERLINK "http://dev.mobi/blog/outline-mobile-web-developer%E2%80%99s-guide-part-ii" ��Part II� (since it wasn’t linked from Part I, that I could find), that I discovered the � HYPERLINK "http://dev.mobi/book/export/html/293" ��single page version of Part I�... but was Part II ever published? 
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