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Web Publishing
Web Publishing is the development and maintenance of web pages.

The five major steps to Web publishing are as follows:

1. Plan a Web site

2. Analyze and design a Web site
3. Create a Web site
4. Deploy a Web site
5. Maintain a Web site
Basic design issues 

Web design is not about graphics, it's about using graphics effectively in conjunction with text to convey the maximum information in the most attractive and efficient way possible. Below are some of the things that you ought to consider when designing your Web pages. They are not definitive as there are no absolute rights and wrongs of Web design, just sites that work and those that don't; sites for the minority and sites for the majority.

· Plan your site 

· What is it for? 

· Who is it for? 

· Essential elements 

· Page layout methods 

· Page dimensions 

· Legibility 

· More information 

Plan your site
You need to have a clear idea of the information that will go into your site, even if it isn't all initially available. You then need to analyse it and break it up into sections, each of which will be a page or a hierarchy of pages. The information structure will determine the number and type of elements you will need on each page.

This can be the most difficult part of the design process and, especially where large amounts of information are concerned, can be highly iterative. Remember that it's a Web not a Tree, and arrange your information accordingly.
You should beware of over-ambition as to the amount of information you publish - it should never be more than you can realistically manage and keep up to date. A web site full of outdated information and dead links is like a garden that is overgrown with weeds, and is about as attractive. It is a good idea to date stamp your pages, if only to allow your readers to judge the likely currency of the information for themselves.

What is it for?

Just to be looked at, to convey information or to show how clever you are? What should be the ratio of information to decoration? A site that is strong on visual effect but weak on content is likely to create a negative impression and not be revisited, no matter how stunning it looks. 

· Use images sparingly and only when they add significantly to the content or appearance of a page. Keep them small - if you need to include a large image, link to it with a small thumbnail and give some indication of the file size, don't make your readers wait for it to load because the chances are that they won't bother.

· Movies, animations and sounds should not be used gratuitously. Again, you should not surprise your reader with a large file.

· Avoid anything that requires the use of a special browser plugin unless it is either essential to the function of the page or your target audience is well defined in those terms.

Finally there is the question of how good your graphic design skills are, and how proficient you are in producing the type of graphics required for the Web. A site with overlarge amateurish graphics, ill-matched colours and badly executed animations is offputting even if the content is good. Be self-critical and if in doubt keep it clean and simple.

Who is it for?

How far you go in making your pages universally readable is an important design decision. 

Which browser?

The same version of a browser may present a page differently depending upon the operating system in use. 

There is no absolute solution to this problem but you should at least try to test your pages with as many versions of both Internet Explorer and Netscape on as many different operating systems as you can. Never assume that, just because a page looks OK in your browser, it will look the same in everyone elses. 

Older browsers may not support features such as table background colour, Javascript, frames and font colour, and only the most recent support style sheets and dynamic HTML; it is likely that we will be stuck with old browsers until 2003. The Webmonkey browser kit gives an overview of which browsers support which features but is not 100% accurate. 

What connection speed?

You should bear in mind that many people are likely to have a slow network connection and may not be willing to wait for a large and complex page to load. A suggestion from Art and the Zen of Web Sites:

Try holding your breath for as long as it takes your home page to load. 

Even if your audience is within the University, many staff and students at times use dialup access. Pages that load quickly are attractive whatever the speed of the network connection. 

· Keep the file sizes of your graphics as small as possible.

· Reuse graphics as much as possible - on the second and subsequent use they should be retrieved from the browser cache and will not incur any overhead in download time. 

· Always use the WIDTH and HEIGHT attributes of the IMG tag - the browser will then 'know' how much space to leave on the page for the image and will continue to lay out the text around it while it is simultaneously being downloaded. 

· People with slow connections often browse with image downloading turned off. How vital are the graphics to the comprehensibility of your page? Does your page look sufficiently interesting without the graphics that someone will be persuaded to download them? 

The disabled?

You should also consider how accessible your pages are to those with disabilities. Would a speaking browser make sense of them? How would they look to someone who is colour blind? Bobby is a tool which analyses Web pages for accessibility based on W3C's Web Content Accessibility Guidelines. 

Essential elements

Navigation

As a minimum, every page should have links to:

· the top page of the current hierarchy; 

· your home page 

If your site is a large one, you should consider including links to its major sections on each page. This can be done by using 

· JavaScript to provide, for example, a single drop-down menu of links;

· an imagemap; 

· a series of separate linked images (this incurs an overhead in page loading time);

· a list of simple text links.

Before dismissing the last solution as unattractive low tech, look at the BBC's web site and consider the richness of the navigation they have provided using only simple text.

Contact information

Can your readers get in touch with you with comments, suggestions, corrections or error reports? 

Page layout methods

A simple page
.... with top and bottom bars that stretch to the width of the browser window, and don't constrain the width of the page in any way and with navigation links provided as simple text.

The advantages are 

· the whole of the page is available for information; 

· the page fits any width of browser window; 

· the page is easily read from a text only browser; 

· the page loads quickly. 

The disadvantages?

Navigation is minimal, and adding more links at the bottom of the page can cause the link text to wrap on to two lines. This might not be quite as bad as it seems - a recent study suggests that readers in general ignore elaborate navigation elements and go straight for the page content. 

Although very functional, it's a bit boring.

Tables

A more complex page layout can be achieved using tables - this is the approach taken on the main University site.

The HTML 4 specification says (section 11.1) that tables should not be used purely for page layout purposes; however a large number of Web pages use them because

· the vast majority of browsers understand them; 

· quite complex page layouts can be achieved by using nested tables. 

The disadvantages?

· The HTML source rapidly becomes complex and hence more error prone and difficult to read so that even WYSIWYG editors can have trouble coping accurately. It can also be difficult to add new elements once the page is laid out.

· Use of graphics within tables often means that pages are constrained to a specific width. 

· Speaking browsers can have trouble making sense of text laid out in a table. 

Frames

Although it is superficially attractive to have navigation in one frame and page content in another, there are drawbacks to using frames.

· There can be problems printing a framed page.

· Frames can cause problems to search engines.

· There are problems with bookmarking frames as the URL of a framed site only represents the initial frameset and may not reflect the user's current view of the information. 

· Older browsers cannot handle them and so it may be necessary to provide a 'noframes' version. 

Think at least twice before deciding to use frames and, if you do, make sure that you implement them properly - a badly implemented framed site can be a disaster. Fun with Frames from CNET Builder.com contains information on using frames and structuring framed sites in addition to a section on frames for beginners. See also the Web Design Group's Using frames and accessible web sites.
Style sheets (CSS)

W3C recommends that style sheets be used to lay out pages

By using CSS positioning you can achieve better control over your page layout than is possible with either tables or frames. To get an idea of how this works, see Webmonkey's article, Introduction to CSS positioning. W3C's page on Web Style Sheets contains links to the full CSS level 2 specification plus other useful information and links.

The advantage?

Total control of the layout, to the nearest pixel. The disadvantage?

Only the more recent browsers can interpret style sheets and, amongst these, interpretation is not necessarily consistent from browser to browser or from version to version, often requiring workarounds to make pages display consistently. For more information on this topic, see webreview.com's Style Sheet Reference Guide and the CSS Pointers Group's CSS bugs and workarounds.

Page dimensions 

Width

The best web page is one which flows to fit the width of the browser window whatever (within reason) it is. If a page has a minimum width imposed on it by a graphic or horizontal series of graphics, then that size should be no greater than about 600 pixels. You should not assume that your readers have a high, or even medium, resolution monitor, or that they will use a browser window at its maximum possible width. You should also bear in mind that WebTV has a fixed width of 544 pixels and no means of scrolling sideways.

If a page contains running text, then there is a maximum line length (about 20 words) that is comfortable to read. If a page contains a number of choices, these should all be visible at the same time without any need to scroll sideways (research shows that people are reluctant to do this). For the same reason, think carefully before placing important information or navigation links on the right hand side of a page.

The Web Page Monitor Tester lets you view your pages in the default Netscape window sizes for varying monitor resolutions on both Mac and PC.

Length

A menu page that contains a number of choices relating to the information below it in the hierarchy should ideally fit into the browser window without the need to scroll down. If this is not possible, it should generally not be any longer than 2 screenfuls. 

For information on the same topic (like this) there is a choice between having it all on the same page navigated by named anchors or splitting it up into a series of pages. Making the choice is a case of considering the size (and hence the download speed) of a single page against the importance of the reader being able easily to browse backwards and forwards through the information.

Legibility 

Text and background colour

The most legible combination is dark text on a light background; not many books are printed on black paper. 

Light text on a dark background can be used to good visual effect but legibility suffers where large amounts of running text are involved, and printing such pages can be problematical. Further, the usual browser default for the display of text is a serif font (such as Times) which does not stand out well against a dark background; it is worth experimenting with sans-serif fonts (such as Arial or Helvetica).

Use the same text colour over the whole page; if you do use a different colour for emphasis, do so sparingly and ensure that it is not easily confused with links. If you wish to distinguish relatively large amounts of text, try a different background colour, either by using a table cell background colour or a style sheet.

If you use a background image, ensure that it doesn't interfere with the text.

Font size

Think twice before changing the font size on your pages - your reader may have set their browser to display text at the most comfortable font size for them to read or they may even have it set to ignore the font information in the page. 

You should also be aware that different operating systems display text at different numbers of pixels per inch - 96 ppi for Windows and 72 ppi for MacOS. What this means is that for Windows a pixel is threequarters of a point but for MacOS 1 pixel=1 point, and if you specify font sizes in points then the text will appear 25% smaller on a Mac than it will on a PC. So if you are designing your web pages on a PC and use small text, you may well find that it is totally illegible on a Mac. 

There is currently no easy way round this - the 'proper' solution is to use Style Sheets, which allow you to specify font sizes in pixels - unfortunately, as noted above, this introduces a cross-browser problem, which may necessitate the use of both Style Sheets and FONT tags. The other type of solution is to detect the operating system in use and size the text accordingly.

This issue and its solutions are discussed in Steve Mulder's article on Text Size Control with CSS and in Porter Gendinning's column for A List Apart. 

Text density

It is a common novice mistake to try to cram as much into a screenful of information as possible, often by using small text and minimal white space. It may be efficient, but it will take so much effort to read that it's likely that no-one will bother.

More information

Below is a list of useful links to web design resources. It is also available in the UCS and Web Publishing pages (a good example of the use of server-side includes!) 

· A List Apart - a magazine for people who make web sites 

· About.com Web Design 

· access.adobe.com - helping people with visual disabilities access information in PDF 

· Accessible Web Design from Microsoft 

· ANYBrowser.com - how to make your web site viewable, usable and informative for the majority of your visitors. 

· Art and the Zen of Web Sites 

· AWARE Center - accessible web authoring resources and education 

· Bobby - tool which analyses Web pages for accessibility 

· Colour perception issues on the Web 

· Contentious webzine for content creators 

· Deja Vu - emulator of several different types of browser, including Lynx 

· Dmitry's Design Lab - graphic Web design 

· Forms that Work - Useful tips on how to create good forms, and what HTML elements to use where 

· Jeffrey Zeldman Presents - entertainment, free graphics & web design tips 

· IBM accessibility centre 

· IBM's Web design guidelines 

· InfoDesign 

· Information Architecture resources 

· Limitless innovations - library and tools 

· philosophe.com - a thoughtful approach to web site quality 

· the Usable Web 

· Usability research & guidelines from Serco 

· useit.com Jakob Nielsen's site on usable information technology 

· Vischeck colour bindness simulator 

· Web Page Design for Designers 

· Web Page Monitor Tester 

· Web-Savvy: inclusive web design 

· Webmonkey browser chart - which browsers support which features 

· Webword.com - Industrial strength usability 

· Writing for the Web 

· W3C's Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 

