an sitepoint

THINKING WEB
VOICES OF THE
COMMUNITY

TAP INTO THE VAST WEALTH OF KNOWLEDGE OF THE COMMUNITY




Summary of Contents

Preface . ... Xvii
1. Anatomy of a Website . ... ... i e 1
2. Designing inthe Dark . ... ... 19
3. Everything Must Go! ... ... 31
4. Going Freelance . ... ... 43
5. Successful PSD to HTML Freelancing . .......... ..., 49
6. Write Email Markup That Doesn't Explode in the Inbox ................ 73
7. Make Your Website Stand Out from the Crowd ...................... 85
8. Information Organization and the Web ......... ... .. ... .. ........ 97
9. Using Vector Graphics to Build a Noughts & Crosses Game . ........... 105
10. Efficient ActionScript . ... 157
11. Databases: The Basic Concepts. ..., 169

12. The lceberg of TCP/IP ... .o i 187



Y 4 . -
‘) sitepoint

THINKING WEB
VOICES OF THE COMMUNITY

BY JOHN BORDA
URSULA COMEAU
SHERRY CURRY
ALEX DAWSON
COYOTE HOLMBERG
RALPH MASON
PAUL O’BRIEN
CHRISTIAN SNODGRASS
ROBERT WELLOCK
CLIVE WICKHAM
NURIA ZUAZO



Thinking Web: Voices of the Community

by John Borda, Ursula Comeau, Sherry Curry, Alex Dawson, Coyote Holmberg,
Ralph Mason, Paul O’Brien, Christian Snodgrass, Robert Wellock, Clive Wickham,
and Nuria Zuazo
Program Director: Lisa Lang Editor: Kelly Steele
Technical Editor: Louis Simoneau Cover Design: Alex Walker
Community Manager: Sarah Hawk

Printing History:

First Edition: March 2011

Notice of Rights

Some rights reserved. This book is provided under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-
ShareAlike 3.0 license [http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/]. You are free to share or adapt
this work on the condition that it is attributed to the SitePoint community, that your use is not commercial
in nature, and that any derivative works are distributed under the same license.

Notice of Liability

The author and publisher have made every effort to ensure the accuracy of the information herein.
However, the information contained in this book is sold without warranty, either express or implied.
Neither the authors and SitePoint Pty. Ltd., nor its dealers or distributors, will be held liable for any
damages caused either directly or indirectly by the instructions contained in this book, or by the software
or hardware products described herein.

Trademark Notice

Rather than indicating every occurrence of a trademarked name as such, this book uses the names only
in an editorial fashion and to the benefit of the trademark owner with no intention of infringement of
the trademark.

wuw sitepoint

Published by SitePoint Pty. Ltd.

48 Cambridge Street, Collingwood
VIC 3066 Australia
Web: www.sitepoint.com
Email: business@sitepoint.com

ISBN 978-0-9870908-9-8
Printed and bound in the United States of America



About John Borda

John Borda has been designing websites for over 15 years, the last three as a freelancer at
Bordaline Web Design (www.bordaline.co.uk). Originally from Gibraltar, he now lives in
Newmarket, UK with his wife and three children. In 2009, John won the Newmarket Business
Association’s Community Engagement award for his involvement with a number of charities
and nonprofit groups.

About Ursula Comeau

Ursula Tathiana Comeau, nicknamed the WP Gal, is a self-taught WordPress addict who
loves everything to do with WordPress, blogging, and social media. She has a strong back-
ground in service, support, and technical training, and has been using computers and tech-
nology since the mid-80s. Born in Brazil, Ursula enjoyed a stint in the US from 1985 to 1988,
before moving to Canada to live permanently. Ursula has been an active internet citizen since
1995.

You can drop by and say hi to her at http://ucwebcreations.com/, and if you’d like to hear
her music, visit http://tathiana.com/.

About Sherry Curry

Sheryl Moore Curry is an assistant professor of library science and Head of Information &
Web Technology Services at Edith Garland Dupré Library, University of Louisiana at Lafayette
(USA). She has an MLIS degree from Louisiana State University, and is editor of the review
column for the journal Louisiana Libraries and co-author of Newbery & Caldecott Awards:
A Subject Index (Linwood Book Group, 2003). Sherry has written articles and book chapters
on a variety of topics, as well as presented at national conferences on first-time publishing,
web design, popular technological innovation choices, and the relationship between systems
and services.

About Alex Dawson

Alexander Dawson (@AlexDawsonUK) is an award-winning, self-taught, freelance web pro-
fessional, writer, published author, and recreational software developer from Brighton, Eng-
land. With more than 10 years of industry experience, Alex spends his days running his
consultancy firm HiTechy (http://www.hitechy.com/), writing professionally about web
design, and giving his free time to assist others in the field.


http://www.hitechy.com/

Vi

About Coyote Holmberg

Coyote Holmberg is a web producer who has been indulging her passion for web design and
development since 1998. Currently, Coyote is the web production lead for the marketing
team at American Greetings Interactive, where she implements and advises on markup, code,

and content for the company’s sites, email newsletters, and search optimization initiatives.

Coyote lives in Cleveland, Ohio with her husband Brian, three cats, two lizards, and a garden
that threatens to take over her life.

About Ralph Mason

Ralph Mason spent 10 years as a classroom teacher before turning his hand to freelance web
design. He posts tips on web design at his site pageaffairs.com, and is currently working on
a series of free ebooks on various web topics for his site booksforlearning.com. In his spare
time, he likes to swim, chop wood, edit classic children’s stories, and contemplate life’s
deeper questions.

About Paul O'Brien

Paul O’Brien is a freelance web designer specializing in CSS layouts. He entered the world
of web design back in 1998, and what started as a hobby soon became a full-time occupation.
You’ll often find Paul giving advice in the SitePoint forums, where he has racked up nearly
20,000 posts—all of them CSS-related.

About Christian Snodgrass

Christian Snodgrass is the owner of Azure Ronin Web Design (http://www.arwebdesign.net/)
and an avid software developer. Currently, he is involved in developing an ActionScript 3
game engine and framework, which will be openly available in the near future. Christian
also teaches and does curriculum development for iD Tech Camps
(http://www.internaldrive.com), North America’s #1 Summer Computer Camp.

About Robert Wellock

Robert J. Wellock hails from Yorkshire, England, where his family has over 400 years of ex-
perience in Agricultural Science. Robert describes himself as eccentric and has an appreciation
for extremely dry humor; he metaphorically wears an casual, unassuming old robe. Uncon-
ventional in many respects, Robert has an affinity with XHTML syntax. He has a university

background in Applied Biological Sciences, and more qualifications in computing and net-


http://www.arwebdesign.net/
http://www.internaldrive.com

working than he can remember. In his spare time when not feeding the beasts, he plays with
(X)HTML semantics, accessibility, and cascading style sheets, and lives at
http://www.xhtmlcoder.com/.

About Clive Wickham

Clive Wickham is a software developer based near London, UK. Having completed a BSc in
Software Engineering in 2004, he now works for a specialist engineering consultancy devel-
oping an electrical power system analysis software suite called ERACS. Clive’s personal
website can be found at: http://clive.wickhub.co.uk/.

About Nuria Zuazo

Nuria Zuazo is a software teacher and freelancer. She has been doing intensive training
courses for the past five years, and has been interested in the Web since the very beginning.
Nuria is a self-teacher, where she loves to try new things and figure out how they work, ex-
perimenting in the broadest sense of the word. She’s a Jill of all trades, with curiosity driving
her here and there.

vii


http://www.xhtmlcoder.com/
http://clive.wickhub.co.uk/




Table of Contents

Preface...................... ... ... XVii
Conventions Used in ThisBook . .......... ..., Xix
Code Samples . ... e Xix

Tips, Notes, and Warnings . .. ... XX
Chapter1  Anatomy of a Website................... 1
Files and Folders . ... e e 1
HOStING . ..o 1

Getting Your Site Online . ... ... i i 2

The Root Folder ... ... e 3

Optional Root Folder Assets. ..., 4

Beyond the Root Folder........ ... .. ... ... ... .. i ... 6

Linking Everything Together........ ... ... ... 7
Anatomy of aWeb Page ........... ... .. i 7

The <head> Section ........ ..o iiiiiiii i 10

The <body> Section ... 12

Beyond Static Sites . ... 16
Enter the CMS .. .. o 16

The Database . ...... ..o e 16
CoNCIUSION . o e 17
Chapter 2 Designing in the Dark.................. 19
The Case of the Unknown Visitor ........... ... ... . ... 19
Settingthe Scene ........ ... i i 20

Who is the Visitor? .. ... e e 20

You're the Detective . . ...t 21



A Challenge Ahead . ... 22

Why It Really Matters..... ... 23
Clues, Evidence, and Theories. ..., 24
Great Expectations . ... 24
Innovative ldeas . ... ... 25
Building Visitor Solutions . ... 26
Examine the Problems . ... ... ... ... 26
Implement Experiences. ... 27
Learning from EXperience ..............ouiiimiiiinnannns 28
Trial and Error . ... o 28
Convention Coding .........ouuiiii 29
Seeing the Light .. ... 30
Chapter 3 Everything Must Go!.................... 31
The Hypertext Apocalypse . ... e 31
Crippling Decisions . . ... 32
Accessibility Matters . ... 33
Senseless Dependence . ... ... 34
Disabled Mediums . ... ... 34

The Curse of Plugins . ... oo e 35
Accessible Assassinations . ........... .. 36
Spraying Weed Killer ... 36
Content Matters!. ... ... 37
Progressive Enhancement. ... ... ... ... .. . L. 38
Starting from Scratch ... .. 38
Bulletproof Layering ...... ... ..o 39

It Matters to Your Users. ... 40
The Risk of Dependence........... ..., 40

The Future of the Fallen ... ... ... .. o i i, 41



Chapter 4 Going Freelance.......................... 43
Scenario One: Reception ... ... i 43
Share a Different Perspective ..., 44
Scenario Two: Shared Interest . ......... ... i 44
Make Your Enemy Your Friend ......... ... ... ... .. ... . ... 45
ASecond Pairof Eyes....... ... i 46
Keep It Simple . ... e 46
Work for Nothing! . ... ... .. 46

Chapter 5 Successful PSD to HTML

Freelancing................................ 49

Before You Start Coding .........oo oo 50
Rule 1: Always See the Work First Before Quoting............. 50
Rule 2: Establish What Kind of Work Is Required ............... 51

Rule 3: Discover What Browser Support Is Needed ............. 52
Rule 4: Verify the Timescales ............. ... ... coiiin... 54
Confirm How Much the Job Will Cost . ....................... 54
Toolsof the Trade .. ... e 56
Getting Started .. ... oo 58
Getting Ready to Style .. .. ..o 60
Structure Your Page Well ... ... . i 61
Slicing and Dicing . ... ..o 62
Where to start? . ... 64
Graphic Design Considerations .. ...............cooiiiiin... 65
Final Thoughts ... ... oo 71

Chapter 6 Write Email Markup That Doesn’t

Explode in the Inbox................... 73
HTML Email: the Power and the Glory . .......... ... ... ... ... ..... 73

Xi



Xii

Coding and Sending: Danger Awaits . .......... ..., 74
Email Design and Content: The Basics . .......... ...t 75
Subject Line . ... 75
Call to Action . ... 75
Content Positioning . ... 75
Email Isn'tthe Web .. ... o 76
Coding Like It's 1999 . ... . i e 77
Step 1: Use Nested HTML Tables for Layout................... 77
Step 2: Writing Your CSS and Moving It Inline................. 78
Step 3: Text Formatting and Paragraph Spacing ............... 79
Adding Images and Animation .......... ... . i 80
Avoid Using Background Images............ ... ... ... . .... 80
Prepare for Image Blocking and Missing Images............... 81
Go Ahead, Include Your Dancing Hamster Animations.......... 81
Beware Dynamic Content...... ... ... ..o, 82
It's Coded. Now What? . ... ... e 82
RESOUICES . . et 83

Chapter 7 Make Your Website Stand Out

from the Crowd ........................... 85

So what exactly issocial media? ............ ... .. ... ... . ..., 86
Where does blogging fitinto all of this? .......................... 87
Driving Traffic. . ... oo 88
Being Memorable . ... ... .. e 89
Rules of Engagement in Blogging ........................... 90

Is having a blog absolutely necessary? ....................... 91

The Role of SEO . ... oo 92
Setting UpaBlog ..o 94

In Summary . ... 96



Chapter 8 Information Organization and the

Web.............. . 97

Getting Started . .. ... 97
Word ChoiCe . ..ot e e e e 99
What does that termmean? ....... ... . ... ..., 99
Selected Resources on Terminology . ..., 99
Navigation ... ... e 100
Other Navigation Tools . ... 101
Dead Ends . ... e 101
Before Launching .......... o 101
Usability ..o 101
Review of Textual Content............. ... ... ... ......... 102
Miscellaneous Information.............. ... ... ... ........ 103

The End is (Never) Near .. ... ..o e 103

Chapter 9  Using Vector Graphics to Build a

Noughts & Crosses Game.............. 105

What is Noughts and Crosses? .............ciiiiiiiiineennn... 105
Vector Graphics . ... 106
Vector Graphics with SVG . ....... ... . ... o ... 107
Vector Graphics with HTML5 Canvas . ....................... 108
Building a Simple Game of Noughts & Crosses.................... 110
Indispensable JavaScript......... ... i 112
Creating an HTML Template . .......... ..o, 112
Embedding an External SVG Document..................... 114
Inserting an HTML5 canvas Element....................... 114
Creating the SVG Blueprint . ......... .. i, 114
Defining the Building Blocks for Qur Game ...................... 115

Drawing the Playing Grid . .......... ... .. i, 117

xiii



Xiv

Defining the SVG Nought . ....... .. ... i, 119
Drawing a Nought . ... ... .. 120
Defining the SVG Cross . . ... oo 123
Drawing @ Cross . ..o v 124
Defining the SVG Strikethrough .......... ... ... .......... 127
Drawing a Strikethrough .. ......... ... . o 127
Defining the SVG "Game Over" Text........................ 130
Drawing the Game Over Text.......... ... .. 132
Developing the Game Logic . ...t 137
The initialiseGame Function........................... 141

The newGame Function........ ... .. .. i, 144

The canvasOnClick Function............................ 145

The clearCanvas Function................. . ... ... .... 146

The getCursorPosition Function....................... 148

The isEmptyCell Function......... ... ... oiiiiiin... 148

The threeInALine Function............. .. ... oot 148

The endGame Function........ ... ... i, 151
SUMMaANY L. 151
Taking It Further ... .. 152
RESOUICES . . oo 154
SVG T00IS . . oo e 155
Chapter 10 Efficient ActionScript................. 157
Object-oriented ActionScript.... ... 157
1T 158
Use a Single Enter Frame Event Listener......................... 158
Singleton Pattern ... ... 159
Globalized Stage . .. ... 162
Centralized Keyboard Input....... .. ... i 164

CoNCIUSION . . v et e 166



Chapter 11 Databases: The Basic Concepts.... 169

So, what exactly is a database? ............... ... ... ... ... .. ... 169
Relational Databases............c.coo i 170
Some Terminology . ....ovoiii i 171
Types of Relationships...........ccoiiiiiiiiiiii . 173
More on Normalization .......... ... i, 176
Database Design .. ..o e 179
Which database to choose? .......... ... oo 180
MySQL and SQL Instructions . ....... ... ..o 181
Some Good Practices. ... e 181
SQL Basic Syntax ...t e 182
Creating a Database ......... ... 182
CreatingaTable...... ..o s 183
Changing the StructureofaTable.......................... 183
Inserting DataintoaTable............. ... ... oot 184
Modifying a Record ... 185
Reading Data..........co i e 185
Chapter 12 The Iceberg of TCP/IP................. 187
What is TCP/IP? . .. e 187
Brief History of TCP/IP .. ... 188
The OSI Model Compared to the Internet Model .................. 189
The TCP/IP Network Model . ... ... 191
TCP: A Connection-orientated Protocol .......................... 192
IP: A Connectionless Protocol . .......... ..o, 193
ROUTEIS . .ot 193
IP Addressing and Subnets (Subnetting) ......................... 194
Addressing with [P Numbers........... ... ... ... ... ..., 196
Class A, B, and C Addresses . . ... i 198

Subnetting ... ..o e 198

XV



XVi

Port Numbers ... ... e 200
Handshaking . ... 201
The Different TCP/IP Protocols . . ... oo 201
User Datagram Protocol (UDP) ..................ciina... 202
Domain Name Services (DNS) .. ..ot 202
Internet Control Message Protocol (ICMP) ................... 202
File Transfer Protocol (FTP) ...... ... 203
Hypertext Transfer Protocol (HTTP)......................... 204
Dynamic Host Configuration Protocol (DHCP)................ 204
Simple Network Management Protocol (SNMP) .............. 204
Telnet . ..o 205
Simple Mail Transfer Protocol (SMTP) ....................... 206
Post Office Protocol (POP)—Version 3 ... ..o .. 206
Internet Messaging Access Protocol (IMAP)—Version 4......... 207

Synchronous/Asynchronous and Duplex/Simplex Data
TranSMISSION . ..ot e e e 207
SUMMaATY L. 208



Preface

In every SitePoint book’s preface, we have a section called “The SitePoint Forums.”
It describes the forums as a place where you can ask questions on anything related
to web design, development, hosting, and online marketing. It goes on to describe
how the forums work: “some people ask, some people answer, and most people do
a bit of both.” I'love that line. But what resonates the most for me is the part that
says “sharing your knowledge benefits others and strengthens the community.”
Obviously, I have a greater investment in the strength of our community than most,
but what I like about this description is that it makes it about everyone; combined
strength.

And that’s what this book is all about.

Over the years that I've been involved with the SitePoint Forums, I've heard people
comment numerous times on the wealth of knowledge and talent that we have in
the community. What better way to harness that knowledge than write a book?

As I sit here writing this introduction, I have no idea how the book will turn out.
That’s part of what makes the whole idea so exciting. Just like any online community,
there are so many rogue factors that it’s impossible to predict an outcome. What I
do know is that regardless of whether you’re a rookie to the world of web develop-
ment, or you've been around the block a few times, there’s bound to be something

in here that’s new to you. That’s how communities work.

Many of the contributors to this book are considered experts in their fields, and I'm
proud to have them as members of our community. What I'm even more pleased
about is that they’re forum members for no reason other than to pass that knowledge
on. A lot of those experts weren’t experts when they first came to us. In many
cases—mine included—they showed up looking for answers to basic questions. If
you stick around SitePoint long enough, you just might find yourself learning
something new. It sneaks up on you. I'm unsure of when I realized that I actually
knew stuff myself. One day, I noticed that my colleagues were coming to me with
questions. It’s a good feeling.

The twist to this book project is that a huge number of our forum members actually
came to us by way of a SitePoint book. If you are one of those members, you’ll un-
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derstand the value of having the backing of a community when you just can’t make
that damn code work. So now we’re paying it forward.

If you’ve never ventured as far as the forums, consider this book your invitation.
You're in for a treat. It might take a while for the value of that treat to become appar-
ent—it can be a daunting place—but persevere, it’ll be worth it.

The most important thing to keep in mind when visiting ANY forum for the first
time is that the rest of the members are just people, and they all started somewhere.
There are no stupid questions, and no mistakes that can’t be rectified. I'd love to
regale you with an entertaining anecdote of my first time visiting SitePoint, only
I'd have to make one up. Like a great many of our members, I came by way of Google,
and never left. I found code snippets, searched for answers to questions that I was
too scared to ask, and laughed with some of the characters I met in the General Chat
forum. I spent some time as a lurker (forum-speak for a person that hangs around
and reads without actually posting) before my natural urge to show off got the better
of me. I've never looked back.

I should issue you a warning, though. SitePoint can be addictive. It only took a
couple of weeks, and I was hooked. I clocked up hours and hours on the forums,
asking and answering questions, but also just playing the fool and making friends.
It’s a great place to let your hair down while bouncing new ideas off your peers.
These days, I consider myself to be one of the luckiest people around, because I'm
being paid to do something that I'd willingly do for free—in fact, I was!

So sit back and enjoy this book—the fruits of our labor. When you’ve finished
reading, I looking forward to seeing you over at the forums. There’s always room
for one more.

—Sarah Hawk (aka HAWK)
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Conventions Used in This Book

You’ll notice that we’ve used certain typographic and layout styles throughout the
book to signify different types of information. Look out for the following items.

Code Samples

Code in this book will be displayed using a fixed-width font, like so:

<h1>A Perfect Summer's Day</h1>
<p>It was a lovely day for a walk in the park. The birds
were singing and the kids were all back at school.</p>

When an example requires multiple different files, the name of the file will appear

at the top of the program listing, like this:

example.css

.footer {
background-color: #CCC;
border-top: 1px solid #333;

}
If only part of the file is displayed, this is indicated by the word excerpt:
example.css (excerpt)
border-top: 1px solid #333;

If additional code is to be inserted into an existing example, the new code will be

displayed in bold:

function animate() {
new_variable = "Hello";

}

Where existing code is required for context, rather than repeat all the code, a : will

be displayed:
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function animate() {

return new_variable;

}

Some lines of code are intended to be entered on one line, but we’ve had to wrap
them because of page constraints. A = indicates a line break that exists for formatting

purposes only, and should be ignored:

URL.open("http://www.sitepoint.com/blogs/2007/05/28/user-style-she
wets-come-of-age/");

Tips, Notes, and Warnings

Hey, You!

Tips will give you helpful little pointers.

Ahem, Excuse Me ...

Notes are useful asides that are related—but not critical—to the topic at hand.

Think of them as extra tidbits of information.

o Make Sure You Always ...

... pay attention to these important points.

@ Watch Out!

Warnings will highlight any gotchas that are likely to trip you up along the way.



Chapter

Anatomy of a Website

by Ralph Mason

There are many kinds of websites. They come in lots of sizes, and can be built using
arange of tools on a variety of platforms. The aim of this first chapter is to highlight
the elements that most websites have in common, and how these elements relate
to each other. If you’re already familiar with the basics of how websites work, feel
free to skip ahead to the next chapters.

Files and Folders

If you’ve spent any time on a computer, you’ll most likely have created, edited, and
managed files—such as text documents, images, and videos. You will probably also
have created one or more folders, and stored these files inside them.

This, essentially, is what a website is: a bunch of files organized into one or more
folders. These files and folders link together in special ways to form the website

you view in your web browser.

Hosting

Before examining the anatomy of a website, it’s worth noting where a website lives.
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To be available on the Internet, the various components of a website need to reside
on a server. A server is a computer equipped to make a website available when it’s
requested through a browser. The server could be your own desktop PC, but more
commonly it’s a computer dedicated to website hosting, owned by a web hosting

company from whom you rent server space.

To be able to serve web pages to the Internet, the server must have special software
installed. This includes an operating system and web server software. The most
popular operating system for web servers is Linux,' though other systems like
Windows and Apple’s OS X can do the job. The most widely used web server soft-

ware is Apache.?

Amid all the bits and pieces of the server software, there will be a folder in which
you place all your website files. This is known as your site’s root folder or root
directory. If you rent hosting space from a web hosting company, you’ll receive
details on how to access this root folder. This is all you really need to know in order

to upload your website files and go live online!

Getting Your Site Online

There are various ways to place your website files online. Perhaps the most common
way is to upload them with an FTP (file transfer protocol) program, also known as
an FTP client. You can pay a lot of money for some of these, while others are
available for free, such as FileZilla.?

Once you have your FTP program, simply enter the address of your root folder,

along with a password, and click upload.

The final element you need is a domain name (for example, mysite.com). This is
like a street address for your site. (It’s one thing to have a house, but if you have no
street address, no one will be able to find you.) Once you’ve purchased a domain
name from a domain name registrar, there are simple steps for pointing the domain
name to your host’s computer. That way, when a user types your domain name into
a browser, through the magic of the World Wide Web, they will be directed to the
website files on your server.

! http://linux.org
2 http://apache.org/
3 http://filezilla-project.org/


http://linux.org
http://apache.org/
http://filezilla-project.org/

Anatomy of a Website

The Root Folder

Okay, onto the main topic: the anatomy of the website itself. As I mentioned, inside
your root folder you place any subfolders and site files (such as text files and image
files), just as you store files on your desktop computer. What makes websites special
is the way these site assets can be linked, so that they can work together, enabling
you to easily jump from one to another from within a browser. How they link together

is described further on.

The Index Page

The most important file in your root folder is the index page. On some systems, this
may also be called home or default, but index is the most common name. This is

usually named something like index.html or index.php. The index page is the home
page of your site, or the page that appears in the browser when a user points their
browser to your domain name. When you point to any folder without specifying a

page, the server offers up the index page by default.*

You could place all the other pages of your website directly inside the root folder

too—perhaps giving them names like contact.html, about-us.html, and so on. But if
your site has a lot of pages, this arrangement could become quite unwieldy, so it’s
best to place other pages within separate folders. Thus, your root folder might contain
a whole bunch of subfolders, such as /contact/, /about-us/, and /articles/, in which

your Contact, About Us, and Article pages would then reside.

| Directory Index

If you have a page like contact.html in the root folder, it will be found at

mysite.com/contact.html. If, instead, you place your contact page within a folder
called /contact/, its URL would be mysite.com/contact/contact.html. But you could
also rename this contact page to index.html, in which case you could cite its URL

as mysite.com/contact/, which is a little nicer looking.

41f a folder lacks an index page, visitors will instead see a list of all files in that folder, which is usually
undesirable. To prevent this kind of access, place an index page inside each folder—even if the page is
just blank.
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Stylesheets, Scripts, and Images

Apart from web pages, there are other text files that are important to the functioning
of your website, even though visitors do not view them directly. These include
stylesheets and script files. Stylesheets (otherwise known as CSS files, or cascading
stylesheets) contain instructions for the visual appearance of your site. Script
files—such as JavaScript documents—affect the behavior of your site, such as creating

pop-up boxes or powering fancy slideshows.

A good housekeeping practice is to store stylesheets in a separate folder (such as
/ess/), and script files in a scripts folder (such as /scripts/ or /js/, as the mood takes
you). It’s also common practice to store images in their own folder, which might be
named /images/, /img/, or even /i/ (if you’re a real bandwidth scrooge or disciple of
Friar Ockham).

Optional Root Folder Assets

Here are some other items that may be worth placing in your root folder.

Favicon

A favicon (short for favorites icon) is a small image file that appears to the left of
your site URL in web browsers. It might be a tiny version of your logo, or some
other decorative piece. Nowadays, browsers don’t require the favicon to live in the
root folder, though this was a requirement of older browsers—and frankly, I'm happy
to leave it there. Browsers will look for a favicon image in the root folder without
you telling them it’s there, but you will need to provide a link in your page files if

the image is located elsewhere.

s A Note on Favicons

A favicon should be square and either sized at 16x16px or 32x32px. Some browsers
will accept a file named favicon.gif or favicon.png, but all will accept favicon.ico,
so I tend to use that. To create the .ico file extension, make sure you use a tool
designed for this purpose (such as http://chami.com/html-kit/services/favicon/).
Simply renaming the extension to .ico will result in incorrect formatting.


http://chami.com/html-kit/services/favicon/

Anatomy of a Website

Robots.txt

You might wish to place a simple text file in your root folder called robots.txt. This
file is used to instruct web robots (such as Google’s indexing spiders) on how to
index your site. For example, you may want to instruct search engines not to index
certain pages on your site.

It’s recommended that you place a robots.txt file in your root directory, whether or
not you have any instructions for web robots, as they will tend to look for one when
they visit your site. It’s fine for the robots.txt file to be blank. Without a robots.txt
file at all, you may receive a lot of 404 errors listed in your site statistics (because
the spiders are unable to find the file they’re looking for), and it’s even possible that
some search engines won’t index your site at all.

Sitemap

You can add a sitemap file to your site, which helps search engines index your
pages. (Visit http://sitemaps.org/ for more information on this, or type “sitemaps”
into your favorite search engine.) Most commonly, this would be an XML file such
as sitemap.xml, and it should ideally be located in your root folder.

To let search engines know that your sitemap is available to them, you can place a

simple line in your robots.txt file, such as:

Sitemap: http://www.mysite.com/sitemap.xml

See, that robots.txt file didn’t stay blank for long!

Using .htaccess

If your web host is using Apache to serve up web pages, you can take advantage of
.htaccess files. An .htaccess file is most commonly placed in your root folder, and
can be used for a range of purposes, such as redirecting old URLs to new ones.

It can be a little tricky to set up an .htaccess file, as filenames with a dot at the front
are usually hidden from view on some platforms (Mac and Linux), or tricky to name
correctly.” The easiest way to work on an .htaccess file is through your web host’s

> If you create a file in Windows and try to name it .htaccess, Windows will typically add a .txt extension.

You can stop this by wrapping double quotes around the name (for example, ".htaccess") when you save
the file.


http://sitemaps.org/

Thinking Web

file manager (if you have access to one). There, you can choose to show hidden

files, open your .htaccess file, and edit it.

If you want to create an .htaccess file through your desktop code editor (I'm thinking

software like Dreamweaver here), you have to resort to some trickery.

First, create a file in your root folder and call it htaccess.txt or similar; then place
the required code inside that file and save the changes. Now upload the htaccess.txt
file to the server. The next step is to rename this file on the remote server. If you're
using an FTP program, you should be able to switch to Remote view, where you
see all the files that have been uploaded to the server. Rename the file to .htaccess
(placing a dot at the front and removing the .txt extension).

A Custom Error Page

It’s also a good idea to add a custom 404 error page to your site, to avoid the ghastly
“404 Not Found” page if a user follows a link to a page that doesn’t exist on your

site.

You can create a nice page that people will see when they stumble on a bad link.
Call this error.html or similar, and place it in your root folder. Style the page to your
heart’s desire (preferably with a friendly apology and a list of pages that visitors
might like to go to instead).

@ Minimum Size

Be aware that the error page may not work unless it has a certain amount of content.
To ensure that it works in all browsers, make sure that the file size is at least 4,096

bytes.
Then, in your .htaccess file (see, it’s already come in handy!), place this code:
ErrorDocument 404 /error.html

Beyond the Root Folder

As I've mentioned, a lot of your site files are best stored in subfolders rather than
in your root folder. Again, this is primarily to be organized, though you also benefit
from creating a logical site hierarchy, along with some nice URLs.
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You can nest folders one inside another as deeply as you like, but don’t go overboard.
The deeper the pages and files are within your site structure, the harder they may
be to find—by your site visitors and search engines.

Include Files

Other than folders for sections of a site (such as /articles/), and folders for other site
assets such as /images/, /css/, and /scripts/, I like to have what is often called an in-
cludes folder. This folder contains pieces of content (stored in simple text files) that
appear in lots of places across the site, such as the site menu and site footer. If you
place the code for items like these separately on every page, you're in for a lot of
work if you want to make a change to them. (For example, if you want to add an
extra link to your site’s existing navigation menu, having to open every page of your
site to change the menu is time consuming.) It’s much more efficient to store these
items in one single file and pull them into your pages where needed.

One way of doing this is to use PHP®, a scripting language used extensively on the
Web. Most web hosts support PHP scripts. If you have some PHP code on your page,
your web server will process any instructions in that PHP code before sending the
page to a user’s browser. A PHP instruction might be to pull in some content from

another file, such as the site’s navigation menu that you have stored in your /includes/
folder.

For PHP to work in your pages, it’s best to give PHP files a .php extension (instead
of .html). Then all you need to do is create links to the file that you want included
on each page. Let’s now look at how to do that.

Linking Everything Together

So, files and folders are fine, but how do all these parts link together? After all, links

are one of the main features that make the Web so ... webby.

Anatomy of a Web Page

A web page is a special kind of text file. In that file, there’s both the page content
(essentially, the text that visitors will read), along with information that tells browsers

about the content. For example, browsers need to be told which text is a heading

® http://php.net/
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and which is a paragraph, where images should go, and what parts of the page will
be links.

When a browser downloads a web page, it quickly interprets the nature and relation-
ships of all the elements in the page, and constructs what’s known as a document
object model (or DOM). Browsers follow conventions for constructing this model,
providing a useful structure that developers can reference when writing dynamic

scripts.

Markup

The instructions that provide this information for browsers are collectively called
markup. For example, to tell a browser that some text is a top-level heading, wrap
it in the <h1></h1> tag pair, like so:

<h1>This is the Main Heading</h1>

The most common markup language used in web pages is HTML (hypertext markup
language). One important feature of hypertext is the hyperlink, which allows users
to jump from one place to another. The following <a></a> tags tell the browser to

create a link to SitePoint:
<a href="http://www.sitepoint.com/">Visit SitePoint.com!</a>

In your browser, you would just see “Visit SitePoint.com!”, but clicking on that text

would direct your browser to http://www.sitepoint.com/.

Hence, you can link all the pages and other assets of your website together with

these handy hyperlinks.

Page Structure

Whenever you are viewing a web page, you have the option to view that page’s
source code—the page content alongside the markup that a browser uses to render

the page.

Near the top of your screen, click View > Page Source if you’re using Firefox or Safari.
If you’re using Explorer, go to Page > View Source. And if you're using Chrome or
Opera, go to View > Developer > View Source. What you’ll see is a distinctive page
structure, divided into sections.
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First, you will usually see a doctype declaration. A typical doctype declaration

looks similar to this:

<!DOCTYPE HTML PUBLIC "“-//W3C//DTD HTML 4.01//EN"
"http://www.w3.0org/TR/html4/strict.dtd">

The purpose of this declaration is essentially to give the browser information about
how to render the page. In crude terms, it tells the browser to assume that you—the
web developer—knows what you are doing, and that the page is not constructed
with outdated code that must be accounted for.

Next, you should see the opening tag of the actual HTML document, with a language
attribute to indicate the language in which the page is written:

<html lang="en">

Most markup tags—such as <html>—will prevail until they are closed off with the
same tag and a forward slash: </html>. The rest of the web page should be contained
within the <html></html> tag pair.

The code within the <html></html> tags is now divided into two main sections:
the <head> section and the <body> section. The <head> section (between the
<head></head> tag pair) contains all sorts of important data and links that remain
mostly unseen in the browser, while the <body> section (contained between the
<body></body> tags) contains the content that is viewed by visitors to the site. So
the essential structure of a standard HTML page looks like this:

<IDOCTYPE HTML PUBLIC "-//W3C//DTD HTML 4.01//EN"
"http://www.w3.0org/TR/html4/strict.dtd">
<html lang="en">
<head>
. important data (mostly) not seen by visitors
</head>
<body>
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.. page content viewed by visitors
</body>
</html>

The <head> Section

The <head> section always sits above the <body> section of a web page. Here are
some of the items it commonly contains.

Meta Elements

The <head> section typically contains a number of meta elements (or elements that
identify properties of the document):

<meta http-equiv="content-type" content="text/html; charset=utf-8">

This line provides some useful information to the browser. It confirms that the page
is an HTML document, and specifies the document’s character encoding (which is
mainly useful when you are viewing the document offline).”Normally, the actual

character encoding is determined by settings within the web server; this won’t apply
when viewing HTML documents on your computer, outside of a server environment.

The meta description and keywords can help search engines to understand the
content of the page:

<meta content="SitePoint.com - the best site for web developers."
name="description">

<meta content="web design, accessibility, standards compliant"
name="keywords">

Title

The title element is mandatory, and provides a page title that browsers display
to site visitors.

<title>SitePoint : Become a Better Web Developer</title>

7 There are many different character encodings, but UTF-8 is usually the best one to choose, as it helps
your browser to display a wider range of characters and symbols than any other encoding.
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Styles and Scripts
A stylesheet link connects the page to the CSS stylesheet, which tells the browser

how to style the page—from specifying the layout of the various elements, to dictating
such factors as colors, fonts, and font sizes. It is common to have multiple stylesheet
links:

<link type="text/css" media="all" rel="stylesheet"
href="/css/site.css">

A script link connects the page with a script that directs the browser to initiate
certain dynamic page behaviors. As with stylesheet links, it’s common to have

several script links in the head of the document:

<script type="text/javascript" src="/js/whiz.js"></script>

Scripts at the Bottom!

Many developers find it more practical to place script links just before the closing
</body> tag. This is so that the page loads visually in the browser before dynamic
scripts are downloaded—as the browser downloads the page from top to bottom,
including linked files. This practice also helps to ensure that page elements have
loaded in the browser before the scripts that affect them begin to operate. A com-
mon example of scripts at the end of the page is the Analytics code provided by
Google as part of its webmaster tools (which measure such aspects as traffic to
and from your site).

Rather than link to external stylesheets and script files, you have the option to embed
styles and scripts in the page itself. However, only do this if those styles and scripts
will be used on this page alone—as other pages won’t be able to access them here.
If the scripts and styles are used by other pages, it’s much more efficient to store

them in one place that all pages can access.

To embed CSS styles on the page itself, you place them between the <style> tag
pair:

<style type="text/css" media="all">
. Styles go here
</style>

11
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To embed scripts on the page, place them between the <script> tag pair:

<script type="text/javascript" src="">
. scripts go here
</script>

Favicon

The favicon link tells the browser where to find a favicon image. It’s optional if the
favicon resides in the site’s root folder, but is essential if the favicon resides else-
where:

<link rel="icon" href="/favicon.ico"
type="image/vnd.microsoft.icon">

Similar to favicons are Apple touch icons that represent bookmarked sites on iPods,

iPhones, and iPads. You can specify your own icon with this link:
<link rel="apple-touch-icon" href="/custom-icon-name.png">

There are many more meta and other links that can reside in the <head> of the
document, such as copyright information and RSS links, but this is a sufficient in-

troduction for current purposes.

The <body> Section

Within the <body></body> tags goes the content of the web page—including text,
forms, links to images, and so on. I'll avoid going into too much detail here, as doing
so would essentially constitute a lesson on HTML markup; but a few points are

worth mentioning.

Links

Links to other pages—perhaps the “bread and butter” of the Web—can be placed
pretty much anywhere within the body of your web page, such as within a paragraph:

<p>This is a <a href="articlel.html">1link to an article page</a>.</p>

Or even around an image:
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<a href="/articles/articlel.html">
<img src="/images/entice.jpg"
alt="An enticing image to make you click here">
</a>

Images

Images that you have stored in your /images/ folder can be linked to (or pulled into
the page) like so:

<img src="/images/myimage.jpg" alt="A beautiful image">

Includes
As mentioned, include files hold content you want placed on multiple pages. They

can be pulled from an /includes/ folder like so:

<?php include $ SERVER["DOCUMENT ROOT"] . "/includes/menu.html"; ?>

Internal Links

You can also link from one part of a page to another within the same page. For ex-
ample, you might have a link near the top of your page pointing to related content

further in:
<p><a href="#more">Read more, further down the page!</a></p>

The word “more” in this instance is known as a fragment identifier. The hash
symbol (#) followed by this unique identifier (which can be almost any name you
like, but it must be unique®) provides a way to link to a specific element with an
id matching the identifier. So if, for example, you have a paragraph on the page

like this:
<p id="more">There is a lot more information here..</p>

The browser will jump to this paragraph when you click on the “Read more” link.

8 You can include letters, digits, dashes, and underscores, but no spaces. Try to choose meaningful
identifier, so that you don’t come back later and wonder what that ID is referring to.

13
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Note that you can jump to this same paragraph from a different page (or from another
website) by citing the full URL to the page with the unique identifier appended:

http://www.mysite.com/articles/articlel.html#more

A Note on File Paths

In all the preceding link examples (such as src="/images/entice.jpg"), I've
placed a forward slash at the start of the file path. This is a handy way of linking
to files, but it’s far from the only way. Here are three standard ways this path
might be written:

http://www.mysite.com/images/entice. jpg
/images/entice. jpg

images/entice.jpg

The first is called an absolute path. This is the full URL that could be cited from
any web page, anywhere on the Web, and still take you to the entice.jpg image.

The second and third ways are called relative paths. They can only be used from
within the site itself.

The second link (/images/entice.jpg) is relative to the site’s root folder—by virtue
of the forward slash at the start. Thus, it’s saying to the browser: “Look for a folder
called /images/ in the root folder, and therein find the entice.jpg image.”

The third link (images/entice.jpg), rather than being relative to the site’s root
folder, is relative to the page itself (that is, the page on which the link appears).
It’s saying to the browser: “Look for a folder called /images/ in the folder where
this page resides, and inside that, find the image called entice.jpg.” On another
page within the site, a link of this kind might appear like this:

../images/entice. jpg
This would be saying to the browser “Go to the folder that contains the folder this

page lives in, and therein find a folder called /images/, in which you’ll find the
entice.jpg image.” So two dots (periods) followed by a forward slash means “go
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up one folder.” On sites with deeply nested pages, it’s not uncommon to see file
paths with many dots and dashes—for example, ../../../images/entice.jpg.

Each of these three methods of linking to files within the same site has its pros
and cons. The first—which uses the absolute path—is very reliable. It uses the
full, unique path to a file that no other file on the Web shares. Some people argue
that absolute URLs also confer some benefits in terms of search engine optimiza-
tion. On the downside, however, an absolute path includes more information than
is needed to find an internal site file, and will increase (albeit negligibly) a page’s
file size.

What’s more, using the full URL is quite inefficient. You're telling the browser to
call out across the entire World Wide Web for a domain’s location, when it already
knows where your site is located. It’s as if a visitor to your home asked where the
bathroom was, and you answered with your entire address (country, state, street
address, and zip code) before ending with “down the hall, first door on the left.”

One further consideration is that, if you ever move your site to another domain,
you’ll have to rewrite all the absolute file paths.

The second, root-relative path is very handy, because you can use the one same
link from anywhere within a site, and it will always point to the same location.
However, it only works in a server environment—such as on your web host’s
server, or in a server environment that you have set up on your (:omputer.9 If
you're just testing simple HTML files on your desktop, such links won’t work.

Page-relative links will, by contrast, work nicely when you’re testing pages on
your desktop computer—whether or not your pages exist within a server environ-
ment. And of course, there will be no need to change anything when you transfer
these files to the Web. The drawback is that you have to be particularly careful
when constructing these file paths. The paths to a single file may differ for each
page, and it’s easy to get them wrong. Despite having worked with them for some
time, I still have to think hard about how many levels up or down I need to go,
and how many dots and slashes I will need, and so on. To be honest, it’s usually
too much work for my poor brain, so I normally work within a server environment
and use root-relative paths.

°A particularly easy and quick way to set up a simple server environment on your desktop—complete
with Apache, PHP, and a database—is to install MAMP [http://www.mamp.info/] for Mac or WAMP
[http://wampserver.com/en/] for Windows.
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Beyond Static Sites

What I've described is typical for static sites; these are sites that stay the same until

you manually edit them.

Enter the CMS

Many sites, however, are more dynamic than this. There are lots of software pack-
ages—both free and commercial—that are designed to manage your site content in
more sophisticated ways. Often referred to as a CMS (content management system),
this software package creates new pages on the fly, automatically establishes complex

relationships between pieces of content, and stores the site’s content in a database.

There are many kinds of CMS, and they are often built for a particular purpose.
That purpose might be to power a medium to large business site, a blog, an ecom-

merce site, a web forum, or a wiki (such as Wikipedia).

If you want to use CMS software to manage your site, you’d normally upload a
package of files and folders to your root folder, then log in to a control panel through
which you manage your site.

From this point, most of the organization of your site content is handled by the
CMS. You can happily enter content—Ilike text and images—through a clean, code-
free interface, without having to worry about where the various bits of content is
stored.

Even in this scenario, you still have a root folder to manage, and you’ll likely want
to make use of the root folder assets described above. Essentially, the principle is
the same: your root folder will contain a collection of files and subfolders, even if
you don’t understand what most of them are for!

The Database

It’s worth saying a few words about the database, even if you never go near it in

practice. 10

A database is a powerful repository of site content in a dynamic website. The data

held by a database is managed by specially designed software (sometimes called a

10 Well, if your site uses a database, you should at least make backup copies of it at regular intervals.
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database management system). Perhaps the most popular of these is MySQL.' ' This
software is typically installed on your web server—normally by your web host. If
you have employed a CMS to manage your site’s content, the CMS will store content
in the database, and pull it back out again when required—without you having to
worry about how. All of this database information is stored within protected folders
on your server, so that no malicious visitors can tamper with your precious data.

Conclusion

So, that’s my basic take on the anatomy of a website. I hope this quick tour has not
left you with too many unanswered questions—although that wouldn’t necessarily
be a bad thing. If you’re bubbling with questions, head over to the SitePoint forums' 2

where there are friendly people ready to answer your questions.

Among the excellent resources available at SitePoint, I highly recommend the

SitePoint Reference,1 3 a treasure trove of information on HTML, CSS, and JavaScript.
Each of the forums has a collection of sticky threads with links to further resources
and answers to commonly asked questions. And of course, SitePoint has a superb
collection of books that provide in-depth guidance on all aspects of web develop-

ment.

Best wishes with your explorations of all things Web!

" http://mysql.com/
12 http://sitepoint.com/forums/
13 http://reference.sitepoint.com/
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Chapter

Designing in the Dark

by Alex Dawson

Whilst unsung, the average web designer (or developer) is a hero of the digital world.
Though this may sound rather egotistical coming from a web professional, the task
of building sites and experiences involves much more than throwing code into a
web browser. We provide experiences and services that many people rely upon in
their daily lives.

Because people the world over are diverse in culture and needs, a common problem
designers aim to solve is the mystery of an “average user.” Without knowing what
users require, we can’t guarantee that the experience matches expectations. In order
to avoid designing in the dark, we shall now examine this tricky task and aim to

reduce the guesswork that can go on.

The Case of the Unknown Visitor

Our differences define us, making us unique and special. Accounting for matters
of taste, relevance, and usefulness within design is a complex task. Most people in

our position rarely gain the opportunity to speak to our web visitors to any great
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extent. That being said, there are certain actions we can take to make the unknown
visitor a real person.

Setting the Scene

The idea that “everyone” can access the Web or has JavaScript turned on is proof
of the assumptions made of our industry, serving to cloak the unknown visitor in
a veil of mystery! Before we come to understand who a visitor is, it’s important to
acknowledge that your audience consists of real people, with real thoughts and
feelings.

B httpyisearch. sitepoint.comdopensearch.xml =i = | = j—"—

Figure 2.1. Who is the end user? Perhaps it's a Lynx user with no scripting

Importantly, these people have the power to make decisions for themselves. Any
preconceived notions you may have as to what your users have installed or are using,
or their level of ability, should be thrown out the window immediately.

Who is the visitor?

So, if we don’t know who the visitors will be, how can we depict them as real
people? By deducing a few factors about the type of people who may visit your site,
we can at least have a rough understanding of the variables involved. Before you
snoop around to gauge a visitor’s needs and expectations, you must consider these
factors.
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Figure 2.2. Some sites like Wikipedia serve multiple demographics

To calculate the type of visitors that exist, you just need to think of the ways in
which people differ. There are many ways to define an individual; a few are shown
below. The way to determine such groups is to analyze who you want to target, and
who do you think will find your services appealing.

Examples of variables which may define an audience:

gender (male or female)

career (job relevancy or training skills)

culture (country, traditions, religion, or ethics)
education (literacy level or technical knowledge)
age (child, adolescent, adult, or silver surfer!)

ability (impairments or restrictive issues)

You're the Detective

Picture, if you will, a figure like Sherlock Holmes. Like all great detectives, it’s his
job to follow a series of clues to solve the mystery and unmask the villain. Okay,
our visitors aren’t the bad guys here (except perhaps a few of those clients we en-
counter from time to time), but methodical thinking and a thirst for knowledge
drives us to calculate who we’re designing for.
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A Challenge Ahead

Within this context, I put it to you, dear reader, that while considering how you’ll

design a page you put a few of those detective skills to work. Just like a good general

would not go to war without a battle plan, in your quest for a fantastic site, you

must know what you’re dealing with and not charge into the unknown. Much of

this philosophy is built on common sense.
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Figure 2.3. Sitemaps may seem unnecessary, but they reveal page relationships

Perhaps you find this daunting, but conducting research and knowing how a business

or site may be affected is essential if you want to cater to the right audience. Even

the most well-written content or functional service will be useless if there’s no

audience. As the site’s detective, you must have a plan and be prepared.

Your web design battle plan requires you to know:

your business model
the skills you require
your audience’s needs

how to take action
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Why It Really Matters

Ultimately, there’s nothing better than doing a job well and knowing that your
message reached its intended visitors. Because your audience justifies the site’s
existence, we need to place an increased level of effort into meeting their needs. If
carried out properly, a website is more likely to succeed, and you’ll enjoy a positive

experience.
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Figure 2.5. You don't want to end up with a website like this ... do you?
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Clues, Evidence, and Theories

So visitors are unique, and determining their needs is hard work. How are we meant
to work out what these people need, want, and expect? We take the concept of being
digital detectives to the next level—going beyond objective deduction to look for

clues, find witnesses, and separate good ideas from the bad ... exciting!

Great Expectations

Your visitors are going to have a range of expectations of how your service is run.
Some of these will be quite understandable (such as having an easy-to-use navigation
menu), while others may be impossible to implement. When you’re unable to meet
such expectations (for whatever reason), it’s important that you respond to such

requests and justify why.

Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.0
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Figure 2.6. Visitors expect an accessible site, so follow WCAG

Any facilitator to improving the website’s usefulness and reducing any barriers to
entry are a good idea, especially if you're trying to compete with similar services.
With this in mind, you need to work out what’s required per project. While the site

you’re working is yet to exist, there are ways to get some solid research.
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Figure 2.7. Tools exist to help you manage this, but the hard work is up to you

Innovative ldeas

When scoping sources for innovation, you need to look beyond what’s in front of
you. Ways to gather ideas may include visiting a competitor’s site to see what they
offer clients, asking people who want such a service what they look for, or research-

ing how this service could be built.

Here are some practical suggestions for website innovations:
Examine inspirational sites for specific layout ideas.
Use frameworks to aid the agility of certain effects.
Research what your visitors need—usability is critical.
Examine how your competitors implement elements.
Fix problems when they occur.

Gathering evidence to justify a service ensures that you have a product that people
want (saving development time on dud projects), and gives you an idea of the type
of audience you may attract. While this is straightforward, it’s worth remembering
that even when your site is complete, you (or the client) need to keep innovating

and evolving the project to maintain its longevity.
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Google
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Figure 2.8. Google made its fortune through continual innovation

Building Visitor Solutions

Enticing visitors to our websites often comes down to our knowledge of a group’s
identity. For every implementation and idea that exists, the solution serving the

most users possible can be offered online.

Examine the Problems

Everything that appears in a design should aim to solve some kind of problem.
Whether it’s the colors we choose for readability, the content we write to assist our
visitors (and gauge their interest), or the design conventions we use to maximize
website usability. The goal of a web designer is to create experiences that offer

solutions, perhaps even a fresh perspective.

Figure 2.9. Color plays a psychological role that can influence emotions

As you design your site, refer to any research you’ve undertaken and ask yourself:
What would my visitors want? Who are my visitors? Why are they here? How can

Imake things easier for them? Placing yourself in the shoes of others or undertaking
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usability studies (to analyze the results of page interactions) can present you with

a benchmark, or a possible way forward.
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Figure 2.10. Usability testing software can help you know your customers

Implement Experiences

Witnessing an implementation work in the way a visitor expects it to is the primary
goal of conducting such investigations; you’re also able to gain some insight into
how it’s expected to function. Innovation is worthy, but you need to ensure that

your choices are objective and based fundamentally on usability.
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Figure 2.11. Users expect a logo to appear in the top-left corner

On that note, it’s worth stating that you can’t please everyone. The ideal user exper-
ience will differ depending on who’s being asked, and the research you undertake
may uncover a range of opinions. For the best route to take, ensure a site is

primarily accessible, and then account for functionality when required; you want

to avoid a bloated page.

When considering the user experience, web designers need to account for:

code semantics

web accessibility
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usability issues
content value

service standards

Learning from Experience

You can’t expect to know what’s good for your audience right off the bat—we’re
not a bunch of mystics after all. What you can do, however, is give the research
process a go and make sensible choices based on the circumstances. If you’ve yet
to communicate with your audience, now is the time to try!

Trial and Error

It’s impossible to get things right all the time, and it’s a fact of life that even the
simplest piece of software will have a bug somewhere. While a site is not a piece
of software, the idea of error occurrence is as potent as it ever. Some designers fear
coding due to the complexity of the idea, that they might make a mistake ... but
that shouldn’t hold you back from trying.
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