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| Preface ]

When the iPhone was introduced in 2007, it was a turning point for
web design. All of a sudden web designers lost control of the canvas on
which we designed websites. Previously, websites only had to work on
monitor screens, which varied in size, but not all that much. How were
we supposed to make our websites work on these tiny little screens?

For a while we made mobile websites, optimized for the size of an
iPhone screen, that were separate from our “regular” websites. Two
sites to maintain wasn’t that bad, but soon there were many phones of
varying sizes, and then tablets, and smaller tablets, and eventually we
realized we couldn’t make separate sites for each of the possible screens
that our websites could be viewed on.

We needed a solution that would work on all screen sizes, a way to
design websites that could adapt to the screens they were being dis-
played on.

It took a while, and a lot of different ideas, before one stuck. Responsive
web design is a method of designing websites that are flexible, that don’t
rely on a fixed screen size, and that are also able to detect the size of the
screen and adjust the design to provide an optimal viewing experience
for that device. Ethan Marcotte first wrote about responsive web design
(http://alistapart.com/article/responsive-web-design) in A List Apart in
2010.

Like any other new technique, responsive web design had a rocky start.
Many people continued to argue—and some still do—that we needed
to create separate websites for mobile phones. But with the proliferation
of devices on the market today, it’s clear that we can’t rely on one model
of mobile phone to be our design target; we have to be able to accom-
modate all of these devices, with screens at pretty much every measure-
ment you can imagine.

ix
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And responsive design has grown, too. It’s no longer just about adapt-
ing to screen sizes, but also adapting to the capabilities of different
devices, such as touchscreens, retina displays, and slow connections.

As of 2014, 58% of American adults own a smartphone—a phone
with an operating system like iOS, Android, or Windows Phone that
is feature-rich and allows the user full access to the Web.! And 35% of
American adults own a tablet.> We have amazing devices, and respon-
sive design helps us take full advantage of the Web.

However, although the majority of American adults have smartphones,
32% of those polled have a mobile phone that’s not a smartphone. Many
of those people use their phones to access the Web using browsers
with limited capabilities that may not be able to display all websites as
intended. Responsive web design is a solution for that too.

A responsive website starts with a simple, content-focused design that
doesn’t rely on advanced Cascading Style Sheets (CSS) or JavaScript
and can be displayed on essentially any web-connected device. Using
progressive enhancement, the responsive website builds on that, creating
a design that is optimized for the size of the screen it’s displayed on
and for the capabilities of the device. So the feature phones—the older
phones with limited capabilities—get only what they can use, while
newer devices get a rich design and interface that fits nicely on the
screen and that takes advantage of the features of these devices.

Responsive web design allows us to present the best website possible to
all users, regardless of the devices they use. The Web needs to be avail-
able to everybody, and responsive design is how we can do that.

Creating a responsive website isn’t just a matter of learning some new
bits of code. It’s about reexamining the way we think about websites,
focusing on the experience of the user, and making sure that the con-
tent and functionality are not afterthoughts to the design.

1 For the full report, see Susannah Fox and Lee Rainie, “The Web at 25 in the U.S.,” Pew
Research Internet Project, February 27, 2014 (http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/02/27/
the-web-at-25-in-the-u-s/).

2 For more information, see Lee Rainie and Aaron Smith, “Tablet and E-reader Ownership
Update,” Pew Research Internet Project, October 18, 2013 (http://www.pewinternet.
org/2013/10/18 /tablet-and-e-reader-ownership-update/).
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We also have to change the way we work on websites, moving to a more
collaborative process involving designers, developers, and other team
members.

There are some new bits of code to learn—but responsive design is not
a new programming language. Creating a responsive website requires
only HTML, CSS, and sometimes a little bit of JavaScript. If you already
know how to make websites, much of what you read in this book will
be familiar to you. You'll need to keep in mind that when creating a
responsive website, 90% of what you do is the same as what you do
when creating a nonresponsive website. But besides adding on a few
new techniques, you need to get the basics right, using properly struc-
tured, standards-compliant markup (HTML and CSS). Without that
strong foundation, you can’t have confidence that your site will work
correctly and display properly across devices.

If you work on websites—whether you're a web designer, developer,
content strategist, UX designer, website manager, IT director, or any of
the other myriad of jobs that are involved in creating and maintaining
websites—this book will show you how responsive design works, how
you can adapt your work processes for responsive design, and how to
create responsive websites that will provide an optimal design and user
experience for any device.

How This Book Is Organized

The book is divided into four parts.

We start with Part I, “Foundations of Responsive Design,” which
explains what responsive design is and how it differs from other
approaches to web design. We’ll also look at creating flexible content
that will work well on responsive sites.

Then Part II, “Creating Responsive Websites,” outlines the basics of
putting together a responsive site. We'll look at a few parts of HTML
and CSS that are essential to making your site work correctly. Then
we’ll dive into media queries, the heart of responsive design, and finally
we’ll take a look at how to handle images on responsive websites.

Next, Part III, “Working Responsively,” looks at responsive workflow,
the step-by-step process for creating a responsive site, starting from the
project kickoff meeting and continuing all the way to the site launch.
We’'ll then go into a little more depth and look at responsive design
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from a user experience perspective, examining how to make sure your
site works with various input methods, such as touch, and how to
make sure it functions well for all users, including those using assis-
tive technology.

Finally, Part IV, “Designing Responsive Websites,” delves into some
of the design elements that need special consideration for responsive
websites. We'll start with typography, which is key to making sure your
content is readable across screen sizes. Then we’ll look at how to code
responsive navigation and page headers. Finally, we’ll talk about perfor-
mance, a big issue with responsive design, as we try to make sites with
reasonable load times even for users on slow connections.

Who Should Read This Book

This book is for anyone who works with websites. The material is pre-
sented in a way that is accessible to everyone, regardless of experience
level.

If you're a developer who is already very familiar with HTML and CSS,
some of this material will already be familiar to you—remember that
much of responsive design is the same as nonresponsive web design.
But there are also things that are different in responsive design. If you
don’t have any experience with this approach, this book will get you
started with the basics, and also give you an overview of the design
aspects of responsive design.

If you've never worked with HTML and CSS, you’ll get to see all of the
code necessary for putting together a responsive site, and an explana-
tion of how it works. However, this book is not meant to be an introduc-
tion to HTML or CSS, so each concept is covered fairly quickly without
a lot of detail. If you want to learn HTML and CSS, you should refer to
other books and resources that cover them in more depth. But if you
don’t actually write code for your job and just want to understand how
responsive design works, this book will tell you what you need to know.

If you're somewhere in the middle, the book will remind you of every-
thing that goes together to make a website, and show you what’s dif-
ferent in responsive design. You'll see not only the code, but also the
design considerations and the theory behind how responsive design
works.

xii PREFACE


http:///

How to Contact Us

Please address comments and questions concerning this book to the
publisher:

O’Reilly Media, Inc.

1005 Gravenstein Highway North

Sebastopol, CA 95472

800-998-9938 (in the United States or Canada)
707-829-0515 (international or local)
707-829-0104 (fax)

We have a web page for this book, where we list errata, examples, and
any additional information. You can access this page at:

http://oreil.ly/learn-rwd

There is also a companion website to this book (http://www.learning
rwd.com) where you can download all of the code samples used.

To comment or ask technical questions about this book, send email to:
bookquestions@oreilly.com

For more information about our books, courses, conferences, and news,
see our website at http://www.oreilly.com.

Find us on Facebook: http://facebook.com/oreilly
Follow us on Twitter: http://twitter.com/oreillymedia

Watch us on YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/oreillymedia
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[1]
What IS Responsive Design?

By now pretty much everybody in the web world has heard of respon-
sive web design (often referred to as RWD), but a surprising number
don’t have a good understanding of what it is.

In this chapter, you'll learn the basics of what it means for a website
to be responsive. After that, we’ll go through a little of the history of
web design, so you can understand where the idea of responsive design
came from and how it compares to the old way of doing things.

We'll also look at why responsive design is usually the best choice for
making websites that will work well across different devices and screen
sizes, and how it means less work in the long run. We’ll also look at a
less obvious effect of choosing responsive design: how it impacts your
search engine rankings.

Just the Basics

If you picked up this book because you've heard of responsive design,
but you're not quite sure what it is, this section will help you under-
stand the basics.

Even if youre somewhat experienced with responsive design, you've
probably found that it can be difficult to explain it to others without
using overly technical language. This section will give you a better idea
of how to explain responsive design to users, to clients, to less technical
team members, or to your mom, who wonders what it is you get paid
to do all day.

Responsive design, overall, is a way to make websites that can be easily
viewed and used on any type of device and size of screen, all the way
from the smallest mobile phones up to the widest desktop monitors.
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The easiest way to explain it is to compare responsive websites to sites
that are not responsive, and look at how each type of site is viewed on
smartphones.

Imagine you're using your smartphone to view a fixed-width website—
that is, a site that is designed to always display at a set width, such as
960 pixels. You'll see the entire website just as it appears on your desk-
top monitor, but it will initially be displayed at a tiny size to fit on the
screen. You'll have to continually zoom in and out to read text and nav-
igate through the site, as you can see in Figure 1-1. It’s a lot of extra
work.
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Figure 1-1. When viewing a fixed-width website on a mobile phone, you have to
zoom in to see the text at a readable size.

And then for some websites, there is a mobile website that is separate
from the regular desktop site. This type of site displays at full size when
you load it on your smartphone (no zooming necessary), but you'll
notice that it’s often very different from the same website when you
view it on your desktop monitor—there’s often a lot of content missing,
so the site owner can cut down on the work involved in maintaining
multiple versions of the site.
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And because mobile sites are usually made for one specific device size,
like an iPhone, if you have a different device, the website may not fit on
the screen so well.

Separate mobile websites are generally optimized to work on one size of
device, but there are many different devices on the market, and build-
ing a mobile site to work on one device can mean leaving behind all the
users who have different devices.

As an example, Tkea has a separate mobile website optimized to fit on
phones of a certain size. In Figure 1-2, the navigation for the Ikea desk-
top site is at the top. On the bottom left is the site on an iPad, and the
bottom right shows the site on an iPhone.

@" Search o s
- My s
™

Welcome! Ask Anna!

Offers New Livingroom Bedroom  Kitchen & Appliances Children's IKEA  Textiles & Rugs  For Business Departments

Start Products Shopping lists  Stores

Figure 1-2. The lkea desktop site (at the top) is the same as what you see on
an iPad (bottom left), while the iPhone gets a special mobile website (bottom
right).

The three screenshots are to scale, so you can compare the sizes of
everything you see on the screen. Viewing the mobile site on the
iPhone, you only have a few navigation links, but they’re a similar size
to the links on the desktop site. But on the iPad you don’t get the mobile
site, you get the desktop site, and everything is really tiny to fit on that
small screen. You’ll have to do a lot of zooming to use the site.

Tkea put a lot of work into creating a good mobile site, but if your device
is a tablet, you don’t get to use it, and you get a suboptimal experience.
If Tkea had a responsive site, it could make sure that people using any
size device would get an appropriate interface.

With responsive design, there is only one version of the website, so you
get all the content, but the design rearranges itself so that it fits perfectly
on any size screen, with full-size text so you don’t have to zoom in and
out, as you can see in Figure 1-3.
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Figure 1-3. A responsive site viewed on a phone, a tablet, and a desktop
monitor.

There are a lot more technical details (which we’ll cover later in the
book), but from the user’s perspective, the key to describing a respon-
sive site is that things can change size and move around to fit on the
screen.

A Short History

Before learning where responsive design came from, it’s helpful to
know a little of the history of web design.

6 LEARNING RESPONSIVE WEB DESIGN
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FIXED-WIDTH DESIGN

Up until the last few years, websites were designed so they would fit
well on the most common sizes of desktop and laptop screens. In 2000,
that meant designing for a screen width of 800 pixels (a pixel is a tiny
dot of colored light on the screen); by the mid-2000s, most displays
were 1,024 pixels wide.

Although most monitors were one of only a few fixed sizes, there were
some much wider monitors on the market, and also some older, nar-
rower monitors still in use. Web designers wanted their designs to look
exactly the same no matter what monitor was being used, so they would
usually create designs of a fixed width to fit on the most common mon-
itor size, such as 960-pixel-wide sites to fit easily on 1,024-pixel-wide
screens. Wider screens would simply display the sites with empty space
(called whitespace in design terms) filling the extra space on either side
of the design, as you see in Figure 1-4.
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Figure 1-4. The fixed-width MSN site is the same width on any size screen,
leaving whitespace on each side when the screen is wider than the site.

These fixed-width designs are actually still fairly common.
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The ideas of fluid design and liquid layout gained some traction in the
early 2000s. These techniques used percentage-based widths to allow
a web page’s design to flow to fit the width of the screen, so it could
take advantage of the available space on wider screens. Although this
sounded good in theory, giving up control of the design meant you
could end up with super-long line lengths and weird column divisions
on wide screens, leading most web designers to stick to easier-to-han-
dle fixed-width designs.

MOBILE WEB BROWSING

When mobile phones with Internet access first became available in
the mid-1990s, they generally didn’t even have the capability to display
actual websites, and instead provided only data that could be displayed
in text, such as weather forecasts, stock reports, and sports scores. The
first mobile browsers could only display basic HTML, often in grayscale
rather than color. It wasn’t until the mid-2000s that mobile browsers
were able to display “real” web pages using technologies like CSS2 and
JavaScript, on more advanced devices referred to as smartphones, such
as the iPhone in Figure 1-5.

Figure 1-5. The iPhone 4S.
The iPhone, which came out in 2007, was a game changer. It had a

beautiful interface that could take advantage of all the current web tech-
nologies to display web pages as they’d be seen on a full-size monitor.
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Although touchscreen devices had been around for years, the iPhone
was one of the first mobile devices with multi-touch, a technology that
allows the device to recognize more than one simultaneous point of
contact with the screen—necessary for browsing behavior we now take
for granted, such as pinch-to-zoom.

All of this led the iPhone to be continually referred to as one of the most
innovative products of that year—but there was a problem. Web pages
were designed to be viewed on full-size monitors, not on tiny phones,
so pretty much every web page was 960 pixels or wider. The iPhone’s
screen, on the other hand, was only 320 pixels wide. Apple’s solution
was to automatically shrink web pages to fit inside the viewing area
of the screen (the viewport), and then allow the user to tap or pinch to
zoom in on any area of the page.

But viewing little pieces of a page does not make for a good user
experience.

Web designers knew that this was not an optimal way for people to use
the Web, and that they would need to find a way to make web pages that
were easier to view on the iPhone’s small screen.

MOBILE WEBSITES

Because designers were accustomed to making web pages with fixed
widths, the easiest and most obvious solution was to simply make
separate mobile websites with a fixed page width that would fit on a 320-
pixel-wide screen, instead of the common 1,024-pixel-wide monitor, as
in Figure 1-0.

Users were often automatically redirected to the mobile version of the
site if they were using a mobile phone. Otherwise, they could choose
to go to the mobile website by clicking a link, or by visiting the site via
a different URL, commonly using an m subdomain (such as http://m.
sprint.com). This practice led these separate mobile sites to be referred
to as m-dot websites.

Of course, this meant extra work for the web team, but they usually
made the job easier by making the mobile site a stripped-down version
of the regular website with only a small portion of the content, as in
Figure 1-6.
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Figure 1-6. The desktop version and the mobile version of The Washington
Post website.

Their justification—that mobile phones were only used “on the go” or
for certain basic activities—was probably true for most users at that
point. But as mobile phones became more ubiquitous, people started
to use these devices for more and more tasks that they had previously
done only on their desktop or laptop computers.

MORE DEVICES

Having an “iPhone website,” as they were often called, worked out okay
in the early days, as for a while the iPhone was the only major player in
the smartphone market. But that didn’t last long. Other mobile phone
companies soon jumped on the bandwagon and came out with their
responses to the iPhone.

But these new smartphones were not all the same size. Compared to
the iPhone’s 320-pixel width, many had screens that were narrower
(240 pixels or less), and others had screens wider than the iPhone’s—
especially those designed to be used with the screen held horizontally
instead of vertically. A 320-pixel-wide iPhone website didn’t fit perfectly
on all those screens.

So web designers started trying to find a solution: how can we make
websites that work on any size screen? There wasn’t an easy answer.

10 LEARNING RESPONSIVE WEB DESIGN


http:///

Then, in 2010, Apple released the iPad. Again, this was a game changer.
Mobile websites were too small to take advantage of the iPad’s much
larger screen, but desktop-sized fixed-width sites were too big to be eas-
ily viewed in portrait mode on an iPad.

Although some designers reacted by creating separate iPad websites (so
now they had three separate websites), most realized that as more and
more device sizes arrived on the market, it was no longer sustainable to
create separate websites for every possible screen size.

MEDIA QUERIES

The web design community again came back to the concept of fluid
layouts, using percentage-based widths, and tried to figure out how to
make that into a solution for smaller, mobile devices.

Using percentages instead of pixels allows a web page and sections of
the page to change width to fit in any screen size, so accounting for dif-
ferences among similar-sized devices is easy.

But once you look at the entire range of devices, you have a problem.
Narrowing a three-column design into a smartphone width makes the
columns of text too narrow to be readable. Likewise, a one-column lay-
out that looks good on a smartphone screen would be too wide to easily
read when viewed on a desktop monitor.

Essentially, the problem was this: without having to create separate
sites, how can a website be displayed in one column on narrow screens
and multiple columns on wider screens? How can you ask the browser
to make changes to the design, based on qualities of the device the site
is being viewed on?

Enter media queries.

The CSS @media rule, which allows you to display different CSS styles
based on device qualities, was actually part of CSS2 more than a decade
ago, but back then it only supported queries of media types, such as
screen or print. This was commonly used for creating a print version
of a website’s design (which may include changes as basic as removing
background colors that will waste printer ink), but its utility stopped
there.

It wasn't until CSS3 that the specification (i.e., a formal and detailed
description of how something is required to work) for media queries
allowed more precise queries based on media (device) features, such
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as width, height, and color capability. Media queries don't affect the
HTML (the actual content and structure of the underlying page)—they
only affect the styles that are applied to the page using CSS. Browsers
started to support CSS3 media queries around 2009.

So what do these media queries do?

As a basic example, let’s say we have a website with two separate sec-
tions of content. We might create a single-column design that fits well
on smartphones, displaying the two sections stacked vertically. On
wider screens, we may want to display the two sections of content as
two separate columns, next to each other.

Using a media query, we can ask the device how wide its screen is.
Then we can tell it to display the content in two columns only if its
screen is wide enough for the columns to fit nicely.

To code this, we simply start out with CSS that will display the contents
in one column. Then we add a CSS media query that asks if the screen
is 40 ems or wider (you'll learn about ems in Chapter 4; 40 ems is
slightly narrower than the width of a typical tablet, but you could spec-
ify any width in the media query).

Inside the media query, we add the CSS that will display the content
in two columns instead of one. The browser will only use this CSS if
the media query is true (i.e., if the screen is 40 ems or wider). If the
screen is narrowet, it ignores this CSS and the content remains in one
column.

Thus, we can give our website a different layout for different screen
sizes, without having to create separate websites.

By using media queries, we can change any aspect of the website’s
style, not just the number of columns. Media queries can be used to
move things around, change the text size, hide or display pieces of con-
tent, adjust margins and spacing, and adjust any other style that can be
applied with CSS.
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[ NOTE ]

In this section, | referred to media queries that ask for the width of a
device’s screen. Actually, the media queries that are common in responsive
design ask for the width of a device’s viewport, not the screen. The viewport
is the area on the screen (inside the browser window) in which a website is
displayed.

On desktop computers, you can change the size of a browser window, so
the window is not always the maximum width of the screen. The media
query looks at the space inside the browser window, so your viewport will
change if you change the size of the browser window. On mobile devices,
the screen and viewport are always the same width, because you can’t
change the size of the window.

Even though viewport width is the correct term, you’ll often hear people
refer to screen width when they’re talking about media queries and
responsive design. While they aren’t technically correct, they most likely
mean viewport width (as | do in this book, unless | specify otherwise).

There are other media queries that do measure the actual device screen
width instead of the viewport width, but they are not commonly used at this
time.

FLEXIBILITY

Media queries can rearrange your layout, but responsive design
wouldn’t work without a foundation of flexibility.

For starters, pretty much every horizontal measurement on your site
needs to be in flexible units rather than inflexible pixels. This means
the width of columns and other layout elements will be in percentages,
and the text will be measured in a relative unit called an em.

Sizing images on the page works a little bit differently, because you
don’t necessarily want them to change size depending on the width of
the screen—you want photos large enough to see ample detail, as long
as there’s room on the screen. The problem is that depending on the
size of the device’s screen, there may not always be room to display an
image at full size. You'll need to make sure that the image won’t be cut
off if it doesn’t fit. In Chapter 6 we’ll look at a CSS trick that will make
sure images always fit in the space where we put them.
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RESPONSIVE WEB DESIGN

Neither of these ideas—media queries or flexibility—was new or
groundbreaking by itself. But in 2010, web designer Ethan Marcotte
figured out a way to use these concepts together to make websites that
would respond to different screen sizes.

Marcotte coined the term responsive web design and first wrote about it
in an article for A List Apart (http://alistapart.com/article/responsive-
web-design) in in 2010, and followed that with the book Responsive Web
Design (http://www.abookapart.com/products/responsive-web-design)
in 2011.

Why Responsive Design

The concept of responsive web design has been hotly debated since
it was first introduced. Like any new technology idea, some people
embraced it and others dismissed it.

GETTING THE RIGHT DESIGN ON EVERY DEVICE

The most compelling reason for using responsive design is that you
will be creating a website that not only will look good and work cor-
rectly on the devices that are on the market now, but is likely to look
good and work correctly on any new devices that will be available in the
future.

In addition, with responsive design you don’t run the risk that users
will be viewing the mobile version of a site on their desktop monitors,
or vice versa.

If you have separate websites, this can definitely be an issue, whether
you use device detection to send the correct version of the site to each
device or you use a separate set of URLs (such as an m-dot subdomain)
to serve a mobile site.

Sites that have a separate mobile version commonly use device detec-
tion (which happens on the website’s server before the page is displayed)
to determine which version of a web page (mobile or desktop) should
be sent to any particular device. That way, each page on the site will
only have one URL, although there are actually two separate versions
with different HTML. However, this process is not 100% accurate, and
sometimes the incorrect version of the page will be sent. Additionally,
the device detection process can increase the load time of the page.

14 LEARNING RESPONSIVE WEB DESIGN
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Using a different URL for your separate mobile site (i.e., an m-dot site)
is easier to implement, but it relies on the user to get to the correct ver-
sion of the site. With links being passed back and forth between users
via social media or email, getting to the correct version of a page will
often add an extra burden on the users—or sometimes they won’t have
the option at all.

For example, if a desktop user emails a link from The New York Times
to a mobile user, the mobile user will get a message at the top of the
screen letting her know that there’s a mobile version of the site, as in
Figure 1-7. Nice, but it requires extra work by the user, and extra time
for the user to click and then load a totally separate page.

Alter 21 Hears, Cruz Ends Senate Speach - NY..
- u“_*lczl

Switch 1o the mobilé: version 3
of NYTimes.com

[

TS — Seston T s

Figure 1-7. Visiting a link from the desktop version of The New York Times gets
you the desktop site with a message that a mobile site is available.

On the other hand, if I'm visiting The New York Times mobile site on
my phone and I email a link to an article to someone who opens that
link on a desktop computer, they get what you see in Figure 1-8: a
mobile-optimized page, with no clear way to go to the full desktop web-
site. The user can read the article, but he’ll have to click to see full-size
versions of any images, and he won’t see a lot of the supplemental links
and recommended articles that are on the desktop version of the site.
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Figure 1-8. Clicking a link from the mobile version of The New York Times gets
you the mobile version of the page, even if you’re on a desktop computer.

With responsive design, you only have one web page, so you'll never get
the “wrong version.” The site will be displayed correctly no matter what
device it’s being viewed on.

LESS WORK

The most obvious advantage to using responsive design is that you only
have to create one website, one design, one set of code, and one set of
content.

If you have a separate mobile-only version of your site, you will have
to create and maintain two (or more) entirely separate sets of HTML.
Changes will need to be made on each site, and even if you're trying to
keep them the same, there will almost certainly be issues and some-
thing will end up not matching. Although using a content manage-
ment system (CMS) or templating system may make the work easier,
there is more code and content to maintain, and more things that can
potentially break.

With a responsive site, you only have one set of content, and it will
be displayed appropriately no matter what the screen size is. Future
design adjustments can be made by making changes to the stylesheet.

For someone who is inexperienced with responsive design, the ini-
tial task of creating a responsive website (as you learn how everything
works) may take more effort than creating a fixed-width site, but in the
long term you will have less work to do maintaining the website.
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OPTIMIZED FOR SEARCH

A separate mobile site, with a separate set of URLs, can create issues
with your site’s placement in search results.

If you have two separate versions of a page with the same or similar
content but different URLs (i.e., hitp://www.example.com and hitp://m.
example.com), search engines need to know that they are considered
to be the same page so that the page can be indexed correctly and dis-
played as one entry in the search results listing.

Although this is possible using JavaScript or code on your server, it’s
a bit complicated, and if you fail to do it correctly you may end up with
both versions of a page appearing in search results, confusing users. It
can also negatively affect your search ranking.

Google has recommended responsive design for smartphone-opti-
mized websites since 2012, not only because it creates a better experi-
ence for users but also because it allows Google’s site crawler to retrieve
your content more efficiently, which means changes to your site will
likely be updated in search results more quickly.

Bing recommends using a method that results in only one set of URLs,
but hasn’t specifically endorsed responsive design as a way to do that.

Summary

Until responsive design was introduced, websites were generally fixed-
width, which meant the website’s design was the same width no matter
what size screen it was displayed on. When smartphones came along,
that really didn’t work, because websites appeared tiny on the small
screens and users had to continually zoom in and out to read anything.

Mobile websites followed soon after, and many companies built these
second websites separately from their main, or desktop, websites.
Mobile websites often contained only a fraction of the content and func-
tionality available on regular websites, so mobile users missed out.

As more devices came along, designers soon realized that it was imprac-
tical, if not impossible, to create multiple websites to fit each of the dif-
ferent screen sizes. The concept of responsive design was introduced
as a way to make websites that could respond to the width of a device’s
screen and display the site’s content in a way that was appropriate for
that screen size.
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Responsive web design consists of two main components: flexibility,
which means that horizontal measurements need to use relative units
like percentages so they can respond to the size of the screen, and
media queries, which allow you to use CSS to change the design of the
website depending on the width of the device’s screen.

Responsive design allows you to provide an appropriate design for any
screen size using only one set of code. Not having to maintain separate
sets of code means less work. And implementing a responsive design
means that your site will be optimized for search.

Next, in Chapter 2, we’ll talk about why content is important and how
to make sure you're designing content that works well on responsive
websites.
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[2]
Responsive Content

If you think that HTML and CSS are the most important parts of a web-
site, it’s worth looking at it from a different perspective. Users are com-
ing to your website for the content (and functionality), not to admire the
designer’s talent or the developer’s coding skills.

Your website’s users don’t care if your site is responsive, and most of
them probably don't even know what “responsive web design” means.
They aren’t thinking about whether they’re using the appropriate
device for the site, or whether their screen is going to be the right size.
They often don’t even care what your website looks like. They just want
to easily get to the information or functionality they need, on whatever
device that they happen to have.

That’s why, when you're designing a website, you should think about
your content first.

If you do it the other way around—create a design and try to fit your
content in around it—your content will always be stuck in second-class
status, and you are less likely to give your users what they need.

With responsive websites, you need to think about content first, so you
can make sure your content will work well on small screens. If you're
using existing content from a fixed-width website, you're going to have
a difficult time trying to shoehorn it into a layout for a smaller screen.
If you're starting from scratch with new content, you need to make sure
it is optimized for any screen size, not just one screen size.

Content Strategy

The phrase “content strategy” has been getting a lot of attention in
the last few years, especially after Kristina Halvorson’s book Content
Strategy for the Web (New Riders) was published in 2009.
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Before that, it was uncommon for companies to talk about having con-
tent strategies for their websites. When we talked about content for the
Web, it was in the context of creating it, to fill all the spaces on our web-
sites that needed to be filled with content.

And really, we often created sites without thinking about strategy at all.
If our company or project needed a website, we would first design a site
that looked nice and matched our branding. Next, we made a list of all
the stuff we had that we wanted to put on the site (content), and then we
tried to fit all of our stuff into the newly designed site.

If we were lucky, we had an information architect who created a nice
structure to organize all of our content. If not, it just all got stuck in
there somehow. Whatever content we had ended up on the website
somewhere. After all, it costs very little to make a website bigger (more
content and more pages) from a technical standpoint, so why not just
put everything on the site, so it will always be available in case some-
body needs it, forever and ever?

But then at some point we realized that it matters what’s on our websites.

The content strategy refers to everything that goes into both planning
and managing your content. This includes the text, as well as other
forms of communication like pictures, video, and audio. And it’s not
just about what goes on your site, but also about how the site functions.

Start by looking at the big picture. What should the website accom-
plish? What do you want users to do when they visit the website? What’s
a successful user interaction? How does the website support your busi-
ness or project goals? How will user needs be satisfied?

Developing a content strategy takes work, but your finished website will
be much better if you're talking about the content before you create the
visual design, rather than after.

For more information on content strategy, consult the following
resources:

« Content Strategy for the Web, Second Edition (http://contentstrategy.
com/) by Kristina Halvorson and Melissa Rach (New Riders)

- Content Strategy for Mobile (http://www.abookapart.com/products/
content-strategy-for-mobile) by Karen McGrane (A Book Apart)

20 LEARNING RESPONSIVE WEB DESIGN


http://contentstrategy.com/
http://contentstrategy.com/
http://www.abookapart.com/products/content-strategy-for-mobile
http://www.abookapart.com/products/content-strategy-for-mobile
http:///

- Brad Shorr’s Smashing Magazine article, “Content Strategy
Within the Design Process” (http://uxdesign.smashingmagazine.
com/2011/12/02/content-strategy-within-design-process/)

[ NOTE ]

” o«

Not sure of the differences between “content strategy,” “content marketing,”
“content governance,” and all the other content-related buzzwords? Check
out Melissa Rach’s UX Magazine article, “Content Strategy and Its Cousins”
(http://uxmag.com/articles/content-strategy-and-its-cousins).

MOBILE CONTENT STRATEGY?

Recently, because everybody’s been focusing on how to make websites
that work on mobile devices, the term “mobile content strategy” has
come into vogue. Content strategy is definitely important, so mobile
content strategy must be super-important, right?

Not quite so fast.

Remember, there’s no longer a hard-and-fast line between mobile and
nonmobile devices. And as you've learned so far in this book, our goal
is to create websites that works across all devices, regardless of whether
they’re mobile devices or not.

So you don’t need a separate mobile content strategy. In fact, a mobile
content strategy is often the same thing as a regular web content strat-
egy, except you stop ignoring mobile.

You need to continue everything you've been doing as part of a solid
content strategy, but keep in mind that users will be accessing your
content from a wide range of devices and in a wide range of contexts—
you need to make sure your strategy is not leaving them out.

Producing content that works as well on mobile as it does on desk-
top-sized computers gives you a new set of challenges that you may not
have previously considered. Make sure you're considering them now.

Managing Content

As you're designing a responsive website, you're probably starting out
with a pile of potential content: either what was on your old website,
pieces of offline content, or just ideas of what should go on the site.
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The first thing you need to do is think about what to do with all this
content.

USE ONLY WHAT YOU NEED

First: you need far less content than you think you do.

Stay away from the idea that you should put everything on your website,
justin case somebody might need any particular piece of content. Sure,
online storage is so incredibly inexpensive these days that we pretty
much think of it as free, but there are definite costs to all of the content
you put on your site.

The first cost is to the user. The more content that’s on your website, the
more content the user needs to sort through and pass by to get to the
content she is looking for.

Sure, some of it may be of interest if she happens to encounter it on
your site, but much of it is not. Really, does anyone need to see the past
10 years’ worth of press releases your company has issued?

Unnecessary pages on your website will clutter up the navigation and
search results. Unnecessary content on a page will force the user to
scroll more. The more unnecessary things there are in the way, the
harder it is for the user to find what he needs, and the more likely he
will give up before he finds it.

The second cost is to the website owner, who needs to devote additional
resources to keeping track of all the content, organizing and reorganiz-
ing it, keeping it updated, and continually checking for broken links.
The more content that’s on your site, the more likely it is that some of
it will be outdated or incorrect—a potential liability if you're giving out
wrong information. You can’t just add content to your site and leave it
there: it does need to be maintained.

The best time to pare down your content is before you start designing a
new site, or before you start redesigning your existing site. The design
process will be easier with less content, and you'll have to do less work
while building the site.

HOW TO PARE DOWN

When determining what to keep, think about both your business goals
and user needs.
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For example, “Post all our press releases on the website” is not a busi-
ness goal. Instead, a goal should be more like “Ensure media contacts
can get the information they need to write articles about our business.”

Perhaps you currently post links to the 10 most recent press releases
on your website’s front page, because you're proud of your accomplish-
ments. But that takes up a lot of real estate on the front page. The vast
majority of your users are not members of the press, and the rest of the
world just isn’t interested in reading your press releases. Having press
releases available on a dedicated media page will make sure members
of the media can still find them—they know to look for that page—and
you're not forcing everybody else to look at links that they’ll never click
on. If you really want to share information about recent accomplish-
ments, write them in a different format for the general public: short
blurbs using straightforward and simple language, not business-speak.

Think too about the length of each individual piece of content. If your
About Us page is 1,000 words long, you're saying far too much. It
doesn’t need to be a long and rambling story of how your company was
founded, including the names of every board member for the past 30
years. Most users coming to that page want to know, very succinctly,
what your website or company does. If that information isn’t provided
in the first couple of sentences, users likely won't read any further to
look for it. If you absolutely must list all those board members, put
them on a separate page.

Look also for content that is redundant. Even if your CMS makes it
easy to put pieces of content in multiple places, don’t do it unless it’s
really necessary. Not only does it take up space on the website, but it
can be confusing to users. It will also mean that the same content will
be showing up multiple times in search engines, which is confusing to
users and can decrease your search rankings if the search engine per-
ceives those pages to be duplicate content.

Later in this book we’ll talk about a small-screen-first approach to
design, where you design a layout for small-screen devices before mov-
ing on to layouts for wider devices. Designing this way is a really great
help to your efforts to pare down. When you're trying to fit your content
in a design that will fit on a small screen, it forces you to consider what’s
really important and gives you a clarity that’s harder to find when you’re
designing your content for a desktop-sized site first.
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CONTENT AUDIT/INVENTORY

When redesigning an existing site, it’s a good first step to do a content
audit, which is an inventory of all the content you currently have. If it’s
a large site, there are probably things in there that will surprise you.

Go through the list and decide what you want to keep and what to get
rid of, what new content needs to be created, and who is responsible for
editing and developing each piece of content.

Once you get everything in a list, it’s easier to look at it and decide what
to do with it all.

Your list doesn’t need to include every piece of content, but should have
at least the categories and major pieces. If it’s a new site, you should
come up with a list of the content that you plan to have on the site, and
a timeline for producing it.

You can learn more about content audits by reading Donna Spencer’s
UXmastery article, “How to Conduct a Content Audit (http://uxmas-
tery.com/how-to-conduct-a-content-audit/).

Developing Content

Once you've figured out what you need and where it goes, you also need
to think about what the content looks like.

HOW USERS READ

Have you ever wondered how users read on a website? As much as we’d
like to think they go to every page on our site and read it top to bottom,
they won't.

“If you build it, they will come” is not the motto of web content cre-
ators—or, at least, it shouldn’t be. But you could be easily fooled by the
sites that are filled with lengthy press releases, self-promoting com-
pany information, and other nearly useless content that nobody actu-
ally reads.

Just because you think your product/idea/event is the most wonderful
thing in the world, it doesn’t mean that anybody wants to read thou-
sands of words about it—not even the people who have already dis-
played an interest by visiting your website.
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Users will browse through your site trying to find the information that
they want or need. You need to make sure that everything else isn’t get-
ting in their way.

Scanning

Users scan when they read a web page. Website content isn’t nearly as
compelling to the rest of the world as it is to the website’s owner, even
if it’s great content.

Users read in dribs and drabs. A little here, a little there. They’ll skim
through a page, their eyes briefly focusing on links, headings, images,
and bits of text.

There are millions of web pages competing with yours for each user’s
attention, so don’t waste users’ time. Make it as easy as possible for
them to get the information they need.

Inverted pyramid
One of the main keys to doing this well is to use a journalism tech-
nique called the inverted pyramid.

Back when newspapers were only issued on actual paper instead of on
websites, editors had to deal with the problem of having to plan for a
set amount of physical space that they had to fill with words and pic-
tures each day. They had to produce the exact amount of content to fill
that space, not more and not less. But it was pretty much impossible to
plan everything out ahead of time, since the news hadn’t happened yet.

So when reporters wrote articles for the newspaper, they had a target
word count to provide, but they also understood that if more important
news happened, their stories might have to be shortened to provide
space for the more important articles.

To make this easier, reporters would put the most important details
of their stories in the first few paragraphs, and fill the following para-
graphs with progressively less important details as well as background
information. That way, if the editor needed to shorten a story to fitin a
smaller space, any number of ending paragraphs could be lopped off
without removing the key points. Figure 2-1 will give you a better idea
of how this works.
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\ most important /

less important

Figure 2-1. Use the inverted pyramid approach to make sure users are seeing
the most important parts of your content.

You can use the same idea when writing content for the Web—not
because an editor will cut off the end of your story, but because the
user is likely to do so, by not reading all the way to the end. Make sure
the most important details come first, and then follow those with the
less important details, which the user may or may not get to.

Headings
If your page content is more than a couple paragraphs long, it could
almost certainly benefit from being split up into sections.

For your users, the benefits of using headings include:

- Users can more easily understand the page structure, and get a
better idea of what type of content is on the page, before they start
reading.

+ They can jump ahead to the parts of content that are relevant to
them.

« People who are using assistive technology (e.g., blind users using
screen-reading software) can navigate through the page content
rather than having to read it all straight through.

- Users can find their place more easily while scrolling.
Benefits of headings for the website owner include the following:

« The page’s search engine placement will be improved by letting
the search engines know what the key topics of the page are.

- Content authors will be able to produce content that works better
on the Web.
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To write good headings, first divide your content into sections that
address different main points.

Headings should be as short as possible to get the point across, and
contain relevant key words. Ideally, each heading should start with the
key words, to make skimming easier.

Headings should give a descriptive preview of the content that follows.
They shouldn’t be teasers.

Short and sweet

As users are scanning the page, they also tend to consume content in
small pieces. Dense text will turn off users, and often keep them from
reading the content at all.

Paragraphs should be short, generally no more than 100 words long.

Use bullet points when appropriate, if the content would make sense as
a list. Bullets are much easier to scan and digest than the same content
in paragraph form.

PLAIN LANGUAGE

The words you use in your content matter, as they provide the tone.
But they also determine whether or not the user can understand your
content.

The average reading level of US adults is generally accepted to be
around the eighth- or ninth-grade level, according to studies like the
2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy, sponsored by the National
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (http://nces.ed.gov/NAAL)).
Nearly 50% of adults read below the sixth-grade level.

Those of us who are writing and editing content for the Web tend to be
relatively well educated, and our reading level generally reflects that.
But we need to remember that our audience is not us.

It’s easy to make the incorrect assumption that your websites’ users
must be smarter or better educated than everyone else. After all, they
were smart enough to choose your sites, right? But by not having acces-
sible language, you're losing potential customers or missing out on giv-
ing information to people who might really need it.
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In recent years, a plain language movement has emerged, where content
creators make an effort to produce content that is easy to understand,
as well as being arranged in a logical structure that makes it easier for
users to find what they need.

A side benefit of using plain language is that it actually helps all users.
Most people want to get their information in a hurry—they have the
entire rest of the Internet to read, after all. Even for high-literacy users,
plain language will help them consume and navigate content more
quickly.

You're also assisting users who don’t speak English as their first lan-
guage. This doesn’t just mean immigrants. It means foreign tourists
who want to visit your restaurant, and residents of other countries who
want to order your products. If your website provides information, it
may not only be residents of your own country who are interested in
reading that information.

A good starting point for plain language is to use simpler words, shorter
sentences, and shorter paragraphs when possible. By paring down your
content as discussed previously, you make sure low-literacy users don’t
have to spend a lot of extra time slowly reading through content that
isn’t relevant to them.

Here are some resources to help you get started with plain language:
« The Center for Plain Language’s Plain Language Checklist (http://
centerforplainlanguage.org/5-steps-to-plain-language/)

« Jakob Nielsen, “Lower-Literacy Users: Writing for a Broad Consumer
Audience,” Nielsen Norman Group, March 14, 2005 (http://www.
nngroup.com/articles/writing-for-lower-literacy-users/)

« United States Federal Plain Language Guidelines (http:/www.
plainlanguage.gov/howto/guidelines/Federal PLGuidelines/TOC.
cfm)

Content Parity

When thinking of what you know about your audience, the first thing
you need to consider is that most of what you “know” about them is
based on assumptions, which may or may not be correct.

28 LEARNING RESPONSIVE WEB DESIGN


http://centerforplainlanguage.org/5-steps-to-plain-language/
http://centerforplainlanguage.org/5-steps-to-plain-language/
http://www.nngroup.com/articles/writing-for-lower-literacy-users/
http://www.nngroup.com/articles/writing-for-lower-literacy-users/
http://www.plainlanguage.gov/howto/guidelines/FederalPLGuidelines/TOC.cfm
http://www.plainlanguage.gov/howto/guidelines/FederalPLGuidelines/TOC.cfm
http://www.plainlanguage.gov/howto/guidelines/FederalPLGuidelines/TOC.cfm
http:///

It’s a common mistake to assume that users need or don’t need certain
content based on what device they’re using.

For example, it’s a frequent assumption that mobile phone users are
“on the go,” so they only need location-based information, such as the
address of the restaurant they’re going to, or whether or not their flight
is on time.

But now that mobile phones have become ubiquitous, we use them
pretty much anywhere, including when we’re right next to our laptop
or desktop computers.

Phones now feel like just another computer, and people expect the web-
sites they view on their phones to have all the information that they
would get on a desktop or laptop computer.

Everybody should have access to every part of a website, regardless of
the device they’re using. This concept is called content parity.

One of the advantages of responsive design is that we can provide the
same content for all users regardless of device, but at the same time
provide that content in a way that is optimized for the device in use.

As you’ll learn in Chapter 5, there are lots of things you can do to pres-
ent content differently based on the screen size of the device.

Content Governance

If your website has content, and they all do, you need to have a plan for
content governance. This simply means taking care of the content once
it’s on your website.

You can’t just post content and forget about it. Information becomes
obsolete or incorrect, links become broken, and so on. You need to have
a good plan for content governance before the content is posted on your
site, or else you'll likely never get around to it.

CREATING TIMELESS CONTENT
One thing you can do to make your content easier to maintain is to

make it as timeless as possible.

Not everything can be timeless, but a good way to go about this with
each piece of content is to look at the content and imagine you happen
to come across it in a year’s time. Does it still stand on its own?
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Include years in dates whenever possible. Have you ever heard about a
great annual event you wanted to attend, went to the website to see it
prominently described as happening on “October 15,” and had no idea
if that content described this year’s event that’s coming up, or last year’s
that has already happened?

If you know information is only valid for a certain amount of time,
make a note of that in the content. If you forget to go back and change
it or take it down, at least someone coming across it will know it’s no
longer valid.

Adaptive Content

Not only will your content be viewed at different screen widths as part
of a responsive website, but it could also be viewed in different contexts
entirely.

For example, Figure 2-2 shows an article by Rachel Nabors as it is dis-
played on the A List Apart website.
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Web Animation at Work

by RACHEL NABORS - February 11,2014
Published in Graphic Design, Interaction Design - 9 Comments

When I left my job last April, the plan was that I'd use my fancy CSS3 animation tricks to
land a front-end development position at an agency in New York. But as I spoke at more

and more conferences and interviewed at more and more companies, I realized I would

Figure 2-2. Viewing an A List Apart article on a desktop monitor.
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But some people read posts and articles in an RSS reader, which relies
only on the HTML and strips out any of the site’s design, as you see in

Figure 2-3.

part - 23 news items | Date |

imation at Work 11 Feb 2014

Web Animation at Work

&) A List Apart - 2/11/14 7:59 AM Posted by Rachel Nabars

When | left my job last April, the plan was that I'd use my fancy CS53 animation tricks to land a
front-end development position at an agency in New York. But as | spoke at more and more
conferences and interviewed at more and more companies, | realized | would never be satisfied
working as a traditional front-end developer. | am not excited by Angular.js. | don't want to be
the gatekeeper to another massive repository of stylesheets. | don't stay up all night building
Sass extensions. (Well, except for the one | built to help calculate keyframe CSS animations.)

Only one area of development truly thrilled me: interaction. Canvas, SVG, the web audio API,
webGL—C553 animations were just the beginning of my fascination. | started to see the browser
as something more than a document reader, the internet as more than a series of linked
documents.

‘We use HTML to tell stories and communicate vast amounts of information—and animation helps
us do both better. Just as hierarchy guides users through content, animation guides them
through interactions by helping them understand relationships, structure, cause, and effect.
Animation shouldn't be a nice-to-have. It is critical to communication.

Another layer of information

Animation is powerful because it can create the "illusion of life.” This means taking into account

Figure 2-3. Viewing an article in an RSS reader application.

It’s also common to use services like Instapaper (http://www.instapa-
per.com/) to view the main content of web pages without all the extra

fluff such as ads and navigation, or to save articles to be viewed later.
You can see what this looks like on a desktop computer in Figure 2-4,
or on a mobile device in Figure 2-5.

[i::] A 11 min

‘Web Animation at Work

A List Apart © - by Rachel Nabors

Issue N2 390
‘Web Animation at Work

by Rachel Nabors February 11, 2014 Published in Graphic Design, Interaction
Design -

‘When I left my job last April, the plan was that I'd use my fancy CSS3 animation
tricks to land a front-end development position at an agency in New York. But as I
spoke at more and more conferences and interviewed at more and more
companies, I realized I would never be satisfied working as a traditional front-end

Figure 2-4. Viewing an article in Instapaper on a desktop computer.
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Figure 2-5. Viewing an article in Instapaper on an iPhone.

We can no longer think of our content just in terms of how it’s laid out
on our websites. Instead, we need to think of it as a series of chunks,
such as the title, author name, and body content. These different
chunks are called metadata, which essentially means “data about data.”

If you use a CMS, you may have been doing this all along. There are
probably separate fields for title, article date, and author name. In
responsive design, we adapt the layout depending on how much screen
real estate is available. On a small screen, the title, date, author, and
body text may appear vertically one after another. On a wider screen,
perhaps the date and author are off in a box on the side. These layout
changes are only possible if the pieces are separated out into individual
chunks.

If the article is reproduced in another application, the chunks allow the
content to be displayed in a way that makes sense.

What about other types of content? For example, consider an ecom-
merce site. Instead of a description field that has all the details about
the item for sale, use separate fields for color, size, material, use cate-
gory, and so on. Not only will this allow you to easily change the layout
of the page depending on screen width, but it will also allow you to cre-
ate more powerful search and navigation, to give users a faster path to
what they’re looking for.
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By giving your content structure and attaching metadata to it, you give
it more power to adapt to different screen sizes and to be easily dis-
played outside of your website.

Summary

Until recently, content has always been thought of as an afterthought to
the design, but in recent years the content strategy has gained increas-
ing importance.

Starting with the content before the design will help you create a web-
site that meets your business goals as well as the users’ needs.

To manage your website’s content when moving to a new site, start
with a content audit to see what you have. Go through it and pare it
down, using only what needs to be on the site. Unnecessary content
just makes the site more difficult for both the users and the site owner.

Make sure that content is concise and written in plain language so that
it’s easy for users to consume. Users read web pages by scanning, so
create short paragraphs and use headings to separate the content into
sections. Make sure the most important information is at the top of the
page, in case the user doesn’t read all the way to the bottom.

Don’t make assumptions about what content users will want based on
the devices they are using to access the site. All users to your site should
have access to all the content.

In addition to adding content to the newly designed site, put thought
into how the content will be managed after the site launches. Have a
plan for keeping things updated. Create timeless content where you
can.

Divide your content into chunks that can be rearranged on the page, or
easily moved to other media.

In the next chapter, Chapter 3, we’ll start to look at the nitty-gritty of the
code behind responsive sites.
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| Part II |

Creating Responsive Websites
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[3]
HIML for Responsive Sites

To create a responsive website, you'll be using both HTML and CSS
(with an occasional smattering of JavaScript as well).

Even if your job doesn’t involve creating the code for websites, you
should know a bit about what’s going on “under the hood” of respon-
sive sites, so don’t skip the next few chapters.

This chapter assumes you have at least some basic familiarity with
HTML. If you're not a coder, you don’t have to understand exactly how
everything works, just get a general idea.

Even if you have a lot of experience with HTML, there will be concepts
addressed in this chapter that you may not be familiar with, like the
viewport attribute and creating a web page using the structural ele-
ments that are new in HTMLS5.

Other concepts, like doctype and charset, might not be new to you,
but they’re addressed here because they’re necessary to understanding
how to properly set up an HTML page for a responsive website.

In this chapter, we'll also look at versions of HTML, and what it means
that you'll be using HTML5 to create websites. Then we’ll set up an
example web page, using HTMLS5 structural elements to put it together.

We'll finish up by talking about how to write good code, using seman-
tic HTML and separating content and presentation, along with best
practices for using HTML to properly mark up your content to make it
accessible to all users.
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[ NOTE ]

If you don’t know HTML at all, a good place to start is the “Introduction
to HTML” (https.//developer.mozilla.org/en-US/docs/Web/Guide/HTML/
Introduction) from the Mozilla Developer Network.

Working with HTML

HTML is not set in stone: it is revised over time to accommodate new
technologies and add new features. HTML was meant to be a living
organism, which would change over time as the needs of the Web and
the technology behind it changed.

Every several years, a new version of HTML comes out. As this book is
published, browsers are still in the process of switching from one ver-
sion to another (HTML 4 to HTMLS).

For the examples in this book, we’ll be using the most recent version
of HTML, which is HTMLS5. But because HTMLS is a work in prog-
ress, not every part of HTMLS is available to use right now. In this sec-
tion, you'll learn how versioning works and how to find out which new
HTMLS elements you can safely use on your website.

VERSIONS OF HTML

A lot of HTML stays the same from one version to the next, so it’s not
like you need to start over learning HTML from scratch each time a
new version comes along.

A good comparison is if you were to read something by Shakespeare,
written 500 years ago. It’s in English, the same language we speak
today. But it’s different. There are some words in Shakespeare’s work
that we no longer use in English. Other words are still around, but
are spelled differently or have slightly different meanings. Likewise, if
Shakespeare were suddenly transported to modern times, there would
be many words that he wouldn’t recognize.

But even with those differences, it’s still the same language and you
would be able to understand nearly all of it.
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The same is true when comparing different versions of HTML. HTML
is made of elements, which are the components that are used to describe
the web page’s content. For example, there’s a paragraph element that
is used to signify paragraphs, and an image element that is used to add
images to a web page.

In each new version of HTML there will be new elements, some exist-
ing elements will have slightly different meanings, and some elements
will go away. The paragraph element, <p>, has stayed consistent since
the first version of HTML, but elements like <key> have disappeared,
and new elements like <canvas> have only recently been added.

Browsers will understand any version of HTML for the most part,
but older browsers may have trouble with some of the new pieces, so
you'll have to do a little extra to make sure they can display everything
correctly.

And as with human language, it takes a while for HTML to change; it
doesn’t happen all at once. A new version of HTML is proposed, and
then the web community spends a lot of time (years) discussing it piece
by piece. The browsers then start implementing it, piece by piece. As
some parts of the new HTML specification are being implemented by
the browsers, other parts are still being discussed and tested.

There’s a lot of overlap between the versions. Work on HTMLS5 started
in 2004, and the specification is scheduled to be “finished” in late 2014
(right now it’s just a “draft”). But that won’t mean the changes are done:
there will be a version 5.1, then 5.2, and so on, with minor changes.
HTMLG is already being discussed, and older versions of HTML are
still being used.

Besides newer web pages created in HTMLS5, you will likely encounter
websites that were created in HTML 4, as well as in XHMTL, which
came between HTML 4 and HTMLS5.

WEB STANDARDS

The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) is a voluntary standards
organization that decides what’s in the “official” version of HTML.
(Voluntary means that although the industry has agreed to use the
W3C’s rules, it is not required to do so.)
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Before the W3C came along, the browsers made up their own rules as
to how they would interpret HTML. As a result, a web page could look
very different from one browser to the next, and HTML that worked in
one browser might not even be recognized by another.

Because the W3C is voluntary, the browsers aren’t actually required to
follow the rules. But for the most part, they do, because if a browser dis-
plays web pages very differently than the other browsers, nobody will
want to use that browser. There are some differences, though, so as we
go along you’ll learn what you need to do in your code to make sure
everything is displayed correctly in the situations where some browsers
aren’t playing by the rules.

And as web designers, we need to follow the rules. That’s what will
ensure our websites will work across different browsers and devices.
Following the standards also makes sure your website is future-
friendly, and much more likely to be compatible with devices and tech-
nologies that haven’t even been invented yet.

USING HTML5

When someone talks about an “HTMLS element,” he generally means
an element that’s new in HTMLS (i.e., that wasn’t part of HTML 4).

If an element is new to HTML5, you need to know whether browsers
are supporting that element yet. And even if they are, you need to be
aware that some users still have older browsers on their computers that
don’t support some of the new elements.

When I reference new HTML5 elements in this book, I will let you
know whether they are currently well supported, and what you need to
do to accommodate older browsers.

And as I mentioned earlier, much of HTML stays the same from ver-
sion to version.

There are more than 100 different elements in HTMLS5. In this book,
we’ll only talk about the elements you are likely to use with any fre-
quency. There are many others. If you ever encounter an HTML ele-

ment you don’t recognize, look it up to determine what it does and if it
is valid in HTMLS.
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[ NOTE ]

For a list of all current and previous HTML elements, try the “HTML element
reference” (https://developer.mozilla.org/en-US/docs/HTML/Element) from
Mozilla Developer Network.

To find out which new elements are supported by which browsers, refer to
Can | Use... (http://www.caniuse.com).

Basic Page Structure

The first thing to do when creating a web page from scratch is to start
out the page with basic HTML.

DOCUMENT TYPE DECLARATION (DOCTYPE)

The first thing that goes at the top of the HTML file is the document
type declaration (doctype). The doctype tells the browser what version of
HTML the page is using.

For HTMLS, the doctype is:
<!DOCTYPE html>

If you work with existing websites that use an older version of HTML,
you will encounter a few other doctypes.

Even after a new version of HTML comes out, pages using older ver-
sions of HTML continue to work—but they must have the correct
doctype to match the version of HTML that’s being used, or else the
browser may have trouble displaying the page.

If the doctype doesn’t match the HTML being used in the page, the
browser will make some guesses and probably get everything to work
correctly. But not always, so don’t count on it. If things really aren’t
looking like you think they should on your web page, check and make
sure your page has the correct doctype to match the version of HTML
you are using.
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[ NOTE ]

You can learn about the differences between the older doctypes in the
“HTML <IDOCTYPE> Declaration” (http://www.w3schools.com/tags/tag._
doctype.asp) from W3Schools.

DOCUMENT STRUCTURE

Everything after the doctype in your HTML file comprises the HTML
of the page, which is further separated into exactly two sections, the
<head> and <body>:

<!DOCTYPE html>

<html>
<head>

</head>
<body>

</body>
</html>

Note that when you see “..” in a code example, it signifies that other

« »

code or content will go in that space—the “...” is not a part of the code.

You’'ll see that we're using a few elements here that come in matched
sets, like <head> and </head>. Most HTML elements, but not all, have
opening and closing tags that surround the content they’re describ-
ing. Everything between those opening and closing tags comprises the
<head>.

The <html> element should always have a lang attribute to tell the
browser the language of the page’s content—in this case, en for English.
Although this attribute is optional, it’s important because it tells screen
readers what language to read in, and it helps the browser decide how
to hyphenate words.
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[ NOTE ]

If your website is in a language other than English (especially one that uses
a different character set), or if it’s multilingual, there are a few more things
you need to know to make sure your website works correctly. Start by
taking a look at “Internationalization Techniques: Authoring HTML & CSS”
(http://www.w3.org/International/techniques/authoring-htmi-dynamic)
from the W3C.

The <head> contains information about the page (often called meta-
data, using the <meta> element). It also can contain links to external
files containing CSS or JavaScript, and sometimes embedded styles or
scripts. What's in the <head> is not part of what’s displayed on the page
as content.

The <body> contains all of your page content.

THE PAGE TITLE
The page’s <title> doesn’t appear anywhere on your web page, and can

in fact be totally different from the title you see on the page.

However, the words you use in the <title> element need to be well
thought out because they are used as the page title in a lot of other loca-
tions, such as:

« The top of the browser window, or in the page tab when using a
browser with tabbed browsing

« The page name that will display in a user’s bookmarks after the
page has been bookmarked

« The link for the page in search engine results

The page title is often a combination of the site name and the page title,
separated by a dash, colon, or pipe character.
A few examples:

<title>Metro - The Boston Globe</title>
<title>Flickr: Groups</title>
<title>Ways to Help | American Red Cross</title>
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Although the <title> can be different from what appears on the
page as its title, they should be fairly similar, otherwise users may get
confused.

Long titles will show up truncated in search engine results, so don’t
make your title excessively long. A general guideline is 64 characters,
although each search engine has a different maximum length.

CHARSET

The charset specifies the character encoding (“character set”) of the
characters in your HTML document (i.e., all of the HTML and content
you are typing in your HTML file).

charset is not an HTML element; it’s an attribute to the <meta> ele-
ment. You can have one or more <meta> elements in the <head> of your
HTML document, each one of them providing information about the

page.

The character encoding is essentially the code that translates letters,
numbers, and symbols into the binary language that the computer can
recognize.

Even though you may not be aware of it, whatever application you're
using to create your HTML file (such as a text editor) has a default
encoding. Each browser also has a default encoding. If they don’t use
the same one, sometimes things get lost in translation. So you need to
tell the browser which one to use, or it might have trouble displaying
the page.

The charset you are going to use for your HTMLS page is UTF-8, which
is the most widely used and flexible character encoding for web pages.
It supports the characters found in most international languages:

<meta charset="utf-8">
Older versions of HTML declare the character encoding differently. If
you'reworkingwithanexistingwebsitethatusesanolderversionofHTML,
you can learn more on the “Declaring character encodings in HTML”
(http://www.w3.org/International/questions/qa-html-encoding-
declarations) page of the W3C website.
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[ NOTE ]

Sometimes when you copy and paste text from another application into
a plain-text editor, some of the symbols (like “smart” quotation marks)
will be replaced with question marks or little boxes. That means the two
applications were using different encodings. You’ll need to retype the
characters (or do a search and replace).

Viewport

The viewport meta element is something that generally wasn’t used
for most nonresponsive websites in the past, but is key to making your
responsive site work.

[ NOTE ]

Like charset, viewport is an attribute to the <meta> element. Each type of
metadata you are providing has to be in a separate <meta> element—you
can’t simply combine all the attributes in one element.

The viewport is the area on the computer or device screen where you are
viewing a web page. In Chapter 1, you learned that responsive design
media queries are based on the viewport width.

On a desktop computer, if you start with the browser window, and sub-
tract the menus, toolbars, scrollbar, and everything else that’s part of
the browser itself, what’s left inside it is the viewport, as you see in
Figure 3-1.

On a mobile device, the viewport width is the same as the screen width.

The viewport meta attribute gives instructions to the browser as to
what size the web page should be displayed at so it fits properly in the
viewport.

Web pages without a viewport setting are rendered, or displayed, at full
size on desktop monitors, the way you're accustomed to seeing them.
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Figure 3-1. The space inside the dotted line is the viewport area.

A mobile phone browser, by default, will render a web page without
viewport as it would look on a desktop-sized browser, but scale it down
so that it fits inside the phone’s viewport, as in Figure 3-2. If there are
media queries based on viewport width, they won’t work, because the
browser will act as if the viewport is desktop-sized.

Most mobile phone browsers will render a web page using a default
viewport width of 980 pixels. Just imagine you have a desktop monitor
that’s 980 pixels wide, and what you see on that screen will be scaled
down to fit on the phone’s screen. If the web page is wider than 980 pix-
els, it may be scaled down even further to fit on the screen.

For a responsive site, we don’t want the mobile browser to render the
page as it would appear on a 980-pixel-wide monitor; we want it to ren-
der the page at actual size for the mobile device’s screen (which could
be any width), because we’ve designed the page to fit the small screen’s
width without zooming.
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Figure 3-2. The University of Wisconsin’s full website renders at desktop size,
forcing the user to zoom in to read the text.

In Figure 3-3, you see The Boston Globe’s front page rendered on an
iPh