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Introduction

I have a confession to make. There’s no such thing as a completely bulletproof Web site. Now, before you close the book and put it back up on the shelf (hopefully sticking out a bit further than the others, thanks), allow me to explain.

Just as a police officer straps on a bulletproof vest for protection, so too can we take measures that protect our Web designs. This book will guide you through several strategies for bulletproofing Web sites: improving flexibility and preparing for worst-case scenarios.

The Bulletproof Concept

Out in the nonvirtual world, a bulletproof vest never guarantees complete, 100% protection, but rather being bulletproof is something that’s constantly strived for. You’re far better off wearing a bulletproof vest than if you weren’t.

The same rule applies to Web design and the techniques described in this book. By increasing a page’s flexibility and taking the necessary steps to ensure that it’s readable in as many circumstances as possible, we’re making a real difference in our work. It’s an ongoing process, and one that becomes easier when utilizing Web standards such as semantic XHTML and CSS to construct compelling, yet adaptable, designs.

As the adoption of CSS-based layouts has steadily risen over the past several years, it’s become increasingly important to learn how to utilize CSS well. The goal is to harness the benefits that make the technology powerful from a design standpoint: less code, increased accessibility, and easier maintenance, to name a few.

But just using CSS and XHTML doesn’t necessarily mean things are automatically better. By embracing the flexibility that can be gained from separating the core content from the design, you’ll be well on your way to creating better designs for all the Web’s citizens. But what do I mean by flexibility exactly?



[image: Image] Note

I’m using the term bulletproof partly to describe flexibility—in other words, designs for the Web that can easily accommodate various text sizes and amounts of content, designs that expand or contract along with whatever is placed within them.

In addition, we can (and will) talk about flexibility from a editing, maintenance, or development view as well—improving the ease with which content is edited and code updated and maintained, while at the same time not hindering the design. This can be especially helpful and important for internationalization issues, where length of content can drastically vary between the various languages of the world.

And last, we’ll also talk about flexibility from an environment standpoint. How will designs impact the integrity of a Web site’s content and function? We’ll make sure that what we create can adapt to a variety of scenarios, be it a Web browser, screen reader, or mobile device. Designing with flexibility in mind means better interpretation by a wider range of devices and software.




Why It’s Important

Around the time that I began thinking about the topic for this book, I realized that there are two important pieces that make up great, compelling Web designs. One piece is the visual component—the piece that’s obvious to anyone just looking at the finished page. This is a combination of the graphic design, colors, and typography the designer chose. Just visit the CSS Zen Garden (www.csszengarden.com), and it becomes obvious that compelling visual design is certainly possible and thriving when XHTML and CSS are used.

The second (but equally important) piece to a building a great Web site is the bulletproof implementation. It’s this piece that the book will focus on: you’ve wisely decided to use XHTML and CSS to build Web sites to reap all of the benefits that come along with them. And now you’re ready to leverage those Web standards with some ingenuity to create visually compelling Web sites that are also as flexible, adaptable, and accessible as possible.

As the adoption of Web standards such as XHTML and CSS increases rapidly, it becomes more and more important to have resources that discuss how these standards can be utilized and implemented in the most optimal way.

The Book’s Structure

Each chapter of the book describes a certain bulletproof guideline. We’ll start by looking at an existing design from the Web, and we’ll note why it isn’t bulletproof. We’ll then rebuild the example using XHTML and CSS, with the goal of improving its flexibility and decreasing its code.

Many of these examples are specific components of the page, which makes it easier to talk about how they might be bulletproofed in chunks. In the final chapter, “Putting It All Together,” we’ll round up all of the techniques from previous chapters to create a full-page template—reminding ourselves along the way why we’ve chosen the bulletproof techniques, and illustrating how they all can work together in one place.

The step-by-step nature of each chapter’s examples should make it easy to follow along—even if you are new to using XHTML and CSS in your daily work. Along the way, I’ll explain why these Web standards are beneficial, and specifically how each chapter’s guideline can improve a Web site’s bulletproofness.

The Context of the Book’s Examples

All of the examples assume a basic page structure that surrounds them. In other words, what is shown in each chapter in terms of XHTML and CSS code happens within an assumed, existing HTML document in between the <body> and </body>.

For instance, the basic framework for the book’s examples could be set up like this:

[image: Image]

While the CSS is placed in the <head> of the page for convenience, it should eventually be hidden from old, tired browsers (Netscape Navigator 4.x, for example). This hiding is quite common, enabling designers to use advanced CSS for layout (as we do throughout the book), while offering older browsers that can’t handle it a fully readable, CSS-free view of the document.



[image: Image] Note

I’m using the XHTML 1.0 Transitional DOCTYPE here, but you could choose any XHTML DOCTYPE flavor you’d like. Wondering what the heck a DOCTYPE is? Not to worry, I’ll talk more about them in the “How to validate” section of Chapter 6.




Hiding CSS from older browsers is commonly done by using the @import method for referencing external style sheets. For example, if we placed all of our styles into a file named screen.css, we could use the @import method to reference that external style sheet by its URL. Because older browsers (like Netscape 4.x) don’t understand @import, the styles contained within screen.css will be hidden to them.

[image: Image]

Common Terms Used Throughout the Book

There are times throughout the book that I’ll refer to various browser versions by their abbreviations. For instance, it’s much easier to say IE5/Win than “Internet Explorer version 5 for Windows.” That said, here’s a little list of the shorthand browser version/platform conventions:

• IE5/Win = Internet Explorer version 5.0 and 5.5 for Windows

• IE6/Win = Internet Explorer version 6 for Windows

• IE7/Win = Internet Explorer version 7 for Windows

• IE5/Mac = Internet Explorer version 5 for Macintosh

When describing the common approaches found in the examples used for each chapter, I often refer to nested tables and spacer GIF shims. This describes the traditional techniques often used to build Web sites, in which tables are used to create pixel-perfect but inflexible beasts. Nesting tables inside one another made it easier to precisely align graphics and text, yet the result was a gigantic amount of code with accessibility problems galore.

The term spacer GIF shim refers to the use of a single transparent GIF image that’s stretched to various dimensions in order to create gaps, columns, and divisions throughout a page. An unbulletproof Web site will have these littered throughout its markup, adding code and creating a maintenance nightmare.

But there are better ways of accomplishing the same visual goal using lean, meaningful markup and CSS. By embracing these Web standards, we can still create compelling designs that at the same time are flexible and ready for whatever situation is thrown at them. This is Bulletproof Web Design.


1. Flexible Text

Size text using keywords and percentages or ems to allow user control and maximum flexibility

Few Web design topics are as storied and controversial as sizing text for the Web. Historically, it’s been known to confuse beginners, fuel arguments, and divide nations. Well, perhaps that’s exaggerating things a bit, but it truly can be a sticky subject for many.

While I’m in no position to rid the world of its war on text sizing, in this chapter I share two strategies for sizing text on the Web that are both flexible and easy to implement—and at the same time allow you to maintain as much design control as possible.

The allowance for flexibility in sizing text is one of the keys that drive the rest of the examples in this book—that by giving the user the ability to control the size of text on the page, we’re increasing its readability for all the Web’s citizens. The real challenge lies in enabling that flexibility, while still having the ingenuity to craft interesting design around it. And by the end of this book, you’ll be well on your way to meeting that challenge, with a solid foundation of examples to guide you.

To understand how best to be flexible when sizing text, let’s first look at a common example and why it’s not flexible.

A Common Approach

To illustrate a common method for text sizing, let’s take a look at eyeglasses.com—surely its sight-impaired visitors would benefit from a Web site that values readability and user control (Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1. To demonstrate a common method for text sizing, we’ll use the Web site eyeglasses.com (shown here as it appeared in December 2004).

[image: Image]

Eyeglasses.com makes good use of CSS for all of its design details and, like scores of other nicely designed sites on the Web, it uses the font-size property on the <body> element to declare a base size for the entire page in pixel units:

[image: Image]
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It’s important to point out that I’m not scorning the designers of eyeglasses.com. In fact, it’s a very nicely designed site, built with structured markup and CSS for its design—precisely why I’ve chosen it. Bravo for that. I’m just in need of an excuse to talk about text sizing and the pros and cons associated with the most common method of all.




By setting a size (11px in this case) for text on the <body> element, the designers ensure that the entire page (unless overridden by a subsequent rule) will display text at 11 pixels. The upside to using pixel units is that they stand the best chance of looking the same in size, regardless of what browser or device is reading the text. It’s because of this consistent, predictable size that using pixel units has become a rather popular choice for designers. Those who desire pixel-perfect precision over the size at which type appears on a Web page choose pixel units over all other options. There is, however, one little problem.

Why It’s Not Bulletproof

Sizing text with pixels gives the designer control over the size of type, yet poses a problem for users of the most popular Web browser out there (at the time of this writing): Internet Explorer for Windows (IE/Win).

Browsers typically provide the user with a means to control the size of text on the page, overriding the size that is specified by the designer. This is great, and extremely useful for someone who is visually impaired. To increase readability, a user with poor vision can choose a larger font size via a browser menu (Figure 1.2).

Figure 1.2. The Text Size menu in IE6/Win allows the user to adjust the size of text on the page in either direction.

[image: Image]

Sounds perfect, doesn’t it? But there’s a catch. Internet Explorer users on Windows won’t be able to override the size of text specified by the designer when pixel units are used. So while using pixel units gives the designer the greatest precision in determining font size, it also eliminates the possibility for IE/Win users to adjust that size if they so desire. Ouch. Users of other browsers can safely adjust font size no matter how the fonts are specified.

Internet Explorer 7 does introduce a new page zoom feature (Figure 1.3) that will magnify the entire page (not just the text). Clicking Ctrl+ (plus sign) or Ctrl– (minus sign) or the icon in the bottom of the browser window will scale the whole layout. The downside to zooming the full page, rather than just the text, is the probability that horizontal and vertical scrollbars will be necessary to fully view a zoomed-in page.

Figure 1.3. Internet Explorer 7 has introduced a zoom selection tool.

[image: Image]

The ability to adjust text size is essential for people with poor vision, and those users who want to increase readability on Web pages that feature small text by default appreciate the option. As designers, it’s our nature to want complete control over the appearance of an entire Web page. But in giving up just a smidgeon of that control related to text sizing, we’re improving the experience and accessibility for everyone.

As for IE/Win’s reluctance to resize text set with pixel units, perhaps the developers stuck to the idea that a pixel is a pixel—an infallible unit that should never change, even if users wish to supersede (which they should have every right to do). Regardless, all other browsers got it right, allowing text sized with pixel units to be overridden by user-defined controls.

Life would be simple if designers could choose to declare a font size in pixels and users could adjust however they wished, but because of the inability to scale that text in IE/Win, that’s not optimal. So let’s explore alternate methods for sizing text. Eventually, we’ll settle on a strategy where we give up that exact precision that using pixel units offers but gain the important advantage of scalability in all browsers.



[image: Image] Note

Technically, a pixel is a relative unit of measurement, relative to the resolution of the device that is displaying or printing it. For example, a pixel’s actual size differs depending on whether it’s being displayed on a small computer screen or printed on a page with other elements. (For more on this, check out www.w3.org/TR/REC-CSS2/syndata.html#pixel-units.)




Weighing Our Options

In addition to pixel units, there are several other ways of sizing text using CSS, so let’s take a look at our options next.

The possible values for the font-size property in CSS are broken down into four groups.

Length Units

Length units can be either relative or absolute values. The following are relative-length units:

• em: relative to the font size of the parent element

• ex: relative to the height of the letter x of the specified font

• px: relative to the resolution of the device; the most common unit

Absolute-length units are primarily useful only for print or when the physical dimensions and properties of the browser and/or device are known:

• in: inches

• cm: centimeters

• mm: millimeters

• pt: points

• pc: picas

Relative-size Keywords

Only two values are possible when using relative-size keywords:

• larger

• smaller

These values are relative to the current size of the parent element. The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), an organization that sets Web standards, explains that, for example, if the parent element is set with a font size of medium, using the keyword larger will increase the current element’s font size to large. (For more on this, check out www.w3.org/TR/CSS21/fonts.html#font-size-props.)

Think of these values in the same way you would the old-school <small> and <big> elements in HTML. They are essentially guidelines for size, taking into account sizes that may already be determined higher up the document tree.

Percentages

Using a percentage assigns a size that is relative to its containing (or parent) element. Specifying a setting of 120% would add 20% to whatever unit was previously specified (if any). I cover percentages (combining them with keywords) as part of our bulletproof approach that follows.

Absolute-size Keywords

Absolute-size keywords refer to a table of font sizes determined by the browser or device. The seven possible values are:

• xx-small

• x-small

• small

• medium

• large

• x-large

• xx-large

The W3C suggests to browser manufacturers a 1.5 scaling factor between each keyword, and recommends that scale remains constant no matter what physical size the text renders in. In English, that means large is one and a half times larger than medium, and similarly, small is one and a half times smaller than medium.

Their simple syntax is just one of the advantages of absolute-size keywords, which I cover more extensively in the next section of this chapter.

Now that we have a complete picture of all the possible values for the font-size property, we can move on and discuss a strategy that provides a flexible base for users and enables them to control text size.

A Bulletproof Approach

I’m going to share a strategy that’s been successful for me in my own projects, combining absolute-size keywords with percentages. Using keyword values for the font-size property solves the problem I exposed earlier with eyeglasses.com (and millions of other sites). Unlike with pixels, users’ browsers will be able to adjust the size of text on the page, regardless of what browser or device they are using. Let’s take a look at how keywords work.

Keywords Explained

As outlined earlier, we can choose from seven possible values when using keywords: xx-small, x-small, small, medium, large, x-large, and xx-large. Here’s how one value would be used in a declaration for assigning the size of text on the <body> element:

[image: Image]

The keyword sets the size of text in relation to the browser’s current setting. In other words, if the user has adjusted his or her browser to display text larger or smaller than the default, then the keywords scale in relation to that base size. The scaling factor between each keyword value remains constant, no matter how large or small the base is.

For example, Figure 1.4 illustrates each keyword value, with a different scale depending on the browser’s default text size. I’m using the Safari browser here to demonstrate.

Figure 1.4. Here’s a comparison of the keyword scale in Safari. The base text size has been bumped up a few notches on the right.

[image: Image]

You’ll notice that, while small will appear a different size depending on the base, the difference between the small value and the next size up or down remains a consistent scale.

Letting Go of “Pixel Precision”

The largest obstacle to overcome for any designer using keywords (or any font size unit other than px) is that, depending on the browser, operating system, and settings, the same value may look slightly different when compared side by side.

For instance, the value small that I’ve just illustrated may look slightly different in size when compared in different browsers and/or operating systems, even if all are set at a default medium setting.

Whereas “a pixel is a pixel” could be assumed Web law, a keyword is more of a guideline for how large or small the browser or device should display text. If you can come to terms with a slight variation and embrace the flexibility that’s gained when using keywords, then your designs (and users) will benefit.

Two Hurdles to Jump Over

Later on, I share some strategies for dealing with the slight variations in the way keyword values are displayed between browsers. First, though, I need to address two major discrepancies in the way Netscape 4 and IE5 for Windows handle those variations.

Netscape 4

Even at default medium settings, Netscape 4 has the unfortunate tendency to display text at the small end of the spectrum, too small to be legible on screen. Because of the danger of delivering unreadable text, it’s better not to use keywords when using CSS to size text for Netscape 4. (For more on why, check out www.alistapart.com/articles/sizematters.) We’re not going to worry too much about Netscape 4, however, since (like with all the examples provided in this book) we’ll be hiding all styles from this ancient browser. One hurdle down.

IE5 Windows

The second hurdle is a little more complicated, because it’s perhaps too premature to hide styles completely from IE5/Win—a browser whose user base is dwindling rapidly, yet still may be a necessary target depending on your particular site’s statistics or project requirements. The discrepancy in IE5/Win is a bit more of an obvious mistake on the part of the browser’s developers.

For reasons only known to Microsoft, IE5 displays keywords one full step larger than what other standards-compliant browsers display. For instance, if at default browser settings we declared
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in IE5/Win, text would display at medium instead. Not good, and not what we intend. Figure 1.5 shows the difference between IE5 and IE6 using the small keyword.

Figure 1.5. This comparison shows how the small keyword is rendered a step larger in IE5 than it is in IE6/Win (and other compliant browsers).

[image: Image]

To skirt around this issue, and to get all browsers and devices on the same page in terms of a similar size, we’ll take advantage of a CSS hack that enables us to declare separate rules for IE5/Win and other browsers. We’ll be able to assign a keyword value specifically for IE5/Win that is one step below what we’ll assign for everyone else. Consistency awaits.

The IE5/Win hack

In order to assign a font size in IE5/Win that is one step below our intended size, we use the famous Box Model Hack developed by Tantek Çelik (www.tantek.com/CSS/Examples/boxmodelhack.html), which tricks IE5/Win into thinking a CSS declaration has ended. Thanks to this mystical voodoo, we can assign a smaller value for IE5/Win first, and then override it with our intended size for compliant browsers.

The CSS that’s necessary for declaring an intended size of small for the contents of the <body> element goes something like this:

[image: Image]

You’ll notice that we’re intending to set a base font-size using the keyword value small, yet we’re declaring a step below our intended value for IE5/Win, which we then trick into thinking that the declaration has ended with this rule:

[image: Image]

Only IE5/Win recognizes this closing bracket, and it thinks that the declaration has ended. For all other compliant browsers, we override x-small with small. In turn, we’ll now have a relatively consistent base text size to work from.

You’ll also notice a second declaration in the preceding example, with a duplicate rule assigning font-size: small. This rule is referred to as the “be nice to Opera” rule, which prevents the Opera browser (and others) from potentially ignoring the rule that follows the hack. Whenever the Box Model Hack is used, this declaration should follow it; it essentially ensures that all compliant browsers are caught up and ready to go on to the next declaration in the style sheet.

The Simplified Box Model Hack

Developed by Edwardson Tan, the Simplified Box Model Hack (or SBMH) achieves the same result (the ability to serve IE5/Win and all other browsers differing values) with a bit less code and perhaps an easier-to-understand syntax.

Using the SBMH this time, our previous example would look like this:

[image: Image]
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For more on using keywords and the aforementioned workarounds, check out a detailed article by Todd Fahrner at A List Apart magazine (www.alistapart.com/articles/sizematters/).

If you don’t mind text displaying a step larger in IE5/Win, then by all means skip this hurdle altogether. Don’t jump over it—just sort of run around it, or knock it down, or something.




We start with a normal declaration for the <body> element, with our intended value small. Next, using the * html selector exploits a bug in IE, enabling us to serve the declaration to IE browsers only. IE5/Win ignores the backslash in the font-size property, so we’re free to set x-small for IE5/Win and then override with small for other versions of IE.

We’re accomplishing the same goal as we did with the original Box Model Hack, but this simplified syntax can sometimes be easier to grasp for those just learning the fix. (For more on SBMH, check out www.info.com.ph/~etan/w3pantheon/style/modifiedsbmh.html.)

You may be thinking that utilizing the Box Model Hack or SBMH is a bit messy, and a lot of trouble to go to just to correct a text-sizing issue. But if it’s relative consistency you want, you have to pay the price.

Methods are available for strategically collecting all CSS hacks and workarounds and keeping them separate from your clean, compliant style sheets—and we’ll be going over a few of those concepts in Chapter 9, “Putting It All Together.”

Why It’s Bulletproof

With the hurdles behind us, we’re now left with a bulletproof base text size. Instead of declaring font-size in px, as eyeglasses.com and millions of other sites have done, we’re using the keyword value small on the <body> element to set the default for the page. By using a keyword, we’re ensuring that all browsers and devices (including IE/Win) will be able to override that value, if they so desire.

For people with poor vision, this is essential—and not just for people who are shopping for new eyeglasses, but also for those searching for recipes, purchasing goods online, reading an article, or any other task that’s available on the Web. Although this small adjustment will be almost transparent to the everyday user, it will be a large improvement for those now able to take advantage of it.

A Flexible Base. Now What?

Thus far, we’ve explored how to set a single font-size for the entire page. Naturally, we’ll want certain design elements to reflect various sizes throughout—headings, lists, subtitles, navigation, tables—each potentially having a different size than the default. But what is the best way to handle declaring additional sizes, whether smaller or larger than our base?

I’m recommending a method that’s been successful for me, one that I believe is easy to grasp and that makes it easy to modify, add, or edit sizes throughout the life cycle of a Web site.

Set It and Forget It

The only absolute-size keyword value we’ll set in the entire style sheet is the base on the <body> element, as we’ve been discussing throughout the chapter:
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You’ll notice that it’s a close match (Figure 1.6). This will obviously vary slightly from browser to browser, and depends on how that software chose to render each keyword. But in general, using small as a base size is a bit like setting text at 12px (provided the user hasn’t changed settings). Sometimes this helps designers get a handle on where to begin with keyword values.

Figure 1.6. Here’s a comparison of text sized with the small keyword versus 12px. The result, at default medium settings, is very similar.

[image: Image]
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To get things looking consistent, you may also opt to add the Box Model Hack for IE5/Win, discussed earlier.




Use Percentages to Stray from the Base

From this base of small, we’ll use percentages to modify the size in either direction. Using a percentage is a simple way of visualizing what size type you’d like a certain element to be. Figure 1.7 illustrates how a percentage could increase or decrease the font size from a base keyword.

Figure 1.7. Percentages can work in either direction from a base keyword.
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For instance, if we wanted all <h1> elements to be quite a bit larger than the default size of small, we’d simply declare it:

[image: Image]

Since <h1> elements are always contained within the <body> element, we can be sure that the size will be 150% of small (Figure 1.8).

Figure 1.8. The <h1> element is set at 150% of the base keyword small.
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Similarly, you may also want to make certain paragraphs of text smaller than the default, in this case, smaller than small. In Figure 1.9, I’ve created a note class and attached it to a short paragraph:

[image: Image]

Figure 1.9. The note class is set at 85% of the base keyword small (and gray in color).
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I intend to set this paragraph slightly smaller in size to the default, so I’ll add a declaration that uses a percentage below 100 to bring it down:

[image: Image]

You can begin to see that we could assign percentages for any element we’d like throughout the page, whether it be smaller or larger than the base we’ve set for the <body>.

For example, a simplified style sheet where certain elements are sized with percentages might look something like this:

[image: Image]

We have declared descending values for three levels of headings, made unordered list items slightly smaller, and included a note class that we could assign to any element we’d like to be smaller than the default. This is a rudimentary example, but should illustrate the two-step concept: set a base keyword, and then use a percentage to increase or decrease other elements. Change your base, and the rest will follow.

A nice advantage to using the base-plus-percentage model is that, should you decide to change the default, you need only change the single declaration on the <body> element. Everything else that’s been assigned a percentage is working off that top-level element’s size, so changing from small to large will, in turn, affect other elements proportionally. That can certainly come in handy, even if you decide at some point that you’d rather specify a base size using an alternate unit.

For that same reason, it makes it easy for those users who like to create their own user style sheets that override the site’s defaults. A single rule that modifies your base size will in turn affect the entire page, proportionally.

Working with Keywords and Percentages

To better harness the advantages of working with keywords in combination with percentages, you should keep a few things in mind. The following should help with the adjusting of percentages, and I mention a caveat regarding the results from nesting percentages.

Setting an In-Between Keyword Base

One useful trick when setting your base text size is to adjust the keyword value slightly using an all-encompassing <div>. Often when building CSS-based layouts, we may use a containing <div> for various design-related reasons (see Chapter 8, “Fluid & Elastic Layouts”), but you can also take advantage of that element to set a percentage on the base keyword that will affect the entire page.

For example, let’s imagine that you were working with a markup structure like this:
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We could set a base keyword value, as we have done previously in this chapter, as well as a larger percentage for <h1> elements:

[image: Image]

But if we thought that the value small was a little large for our liking (when viewed with default browser settings), we could knock it down a bit by using a percentage on the #container that also encompasses every bit of text on the page:

[image: Image]

As Figure 1.10 illustrates, we’ve shaved a slight amount of size off the default, which affects the size of the page title as well.

Figure 1.10. Here’s a comparison of using the base keyword small versus shaving off a bit of that base by setting a container to 95%.
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On the top, we’ve added the rule to render font-size of the #container at 95%, while on the bottom we see the page rendered using just the keyword value small. The difference here is very slight.

It’s a useful way to give yourself a bit more precision in sizing text when your goal is something in between two keyword values. Using an existing <div> that wraps the rest of the page, you can go up or down from the keyword, creating a custom base size.

It’s best not to get too caught up in extreme detail here, however, because slight variation is always a possibility among different browser-platform combinations. The important thing is that users will still have control over the size using their built-in browser controls.

Be Careful When Nesting Percentages

You have to be cautious when nesting percentages, as with the previous example where we set a base keyword of small for the entire page and then knocked that down to 95% of small using the container <div>. When you set a percentage on elements inside #container, things can get a little confusing.

For example, earlier we declared that all <h1> elements should be set at 150%. And since <h1> elements are lower in the document tree—inside and beneath #container in the cascade—then what we’re really saying is not 150% of the initial small value, but rather 150% of 95% of small. Figure 1.11 illustrates how the nesting of elements in the document tree relates to the percentage values as well.

Figure 1.11. Here’s how percentages are calculated along with their elements when nested.
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Confused? Perhaps replacing the small keyword with a numerical value will help.

If our base on the <body> element equaled the number 10 (rather than small), then anything inside #container would equal 9.5 (or 95% of10). <h1> headings live inside #container, and we’ve assigned a font-size of 150% for those elements. Now, 150% of our original base of 10 would equal 15, but since <h1>’s parent element is #container, the math would instead be as follows: 150% of 9.5 equals 14.25. This gets increasingly more complex the more levels down you choose to nest percentages. Confusing math aside, the moral of the story here is to be aware of any parent percentages that are already assigned when declaring new ones. Personally, I rarely nest more than a level or two when building a page, but understanding how the cascade affects percentages can avoid confusion when sizes aren’t looking quite the way you thought they would.



[image: Image] Tip

An additional caveat when nesting percentages below 100%: Should the user decrease text size using the browser’s controls, there is a danger of text becoming so small that it’s illegible.

In other words, if you’re designing with default settings in mind and have used a percentage that makes text very small but still readable at a medium browser setting, it’s possible it will become unreadable when the user chooses a smaller-than-medium setting.

Test in a variety of browser and text-size scenarios to be sure text is always readable, regardless of the keyword-percentage combo that you might specify. This is good advice no matter what method you use to size text.

Also worth a visit is a comprehensive test of various browser, platform, and font-sizing methods from Owen Briggs (www.thenoodleincident.com/tutorials/box_lesson/font/method.html). Owen took 264 screen shots to reproduce varying test scenarios, making the results comparable from a single source (Figure 1.12).

Figure 1.12. Owen Briggs’s tests on text sizing are a valuable resource, featuring 264 screen shots of almost every combination possible.
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Experiment with Percentage Values for Consistency

Experimenting with percentage values can lead to more consistent sizing across various browsers and platforms. Assuming users are viewing the page with default browser text size settings (all bets are off should they increase or decrease from the default), it’s useful to experiment when assigning percentage values—especially those at small sizes.

If we use the previously mentioned note class as an example, we can compare setting the font-size for the class at both 85% and 90%. Some browsers will only recognize percentages in powers of 10 (70, 80, 90, etc.), whereas others recognize more specific values ending in 5 (75, 85, 95, etc.).

For example, in Figures 1.13 and 1.14, we can see Safari on the left and IE6/Win on the right. There is no noticeable difference between 85% (top) and 90% (bottom) in IE6/Win, yet there is a small increase on the Safari side between the two values. For this particular case, I’d most likely opt to use 90%, where the sizing between the two popular browsers is more closely matched.

Figure 1.13. This shows the note class compared in Safari and IE6/Win at 85%.
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Figure 1.14. Here the note class is compared in Safari and IE6/Win at 90%.
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I’m splitting hairs here, but I encourage you to experiment when assigning various font-size percentages. A change of 5% can mean that little extra difference across browsers and may lead you to consistency.

Flexible Text Using Ems

An alternative to keywords—sizing text using em units—offers the same advantage for IE/Win that keywords do: it allows users to resize text. While ems are also relative units, they also offer a bit more precision and control, and when working from a consistent default base size, they can offer familiarity to designers who are used to thinking in pixels.

Let’s reacquaint ourselves with what em actually means. Robert Bringhurst, author of the highly recommended bible on typography, The Elements of Typographic Style, writes:

The em is a sliding measure. One em is a distance equal to the type size. In 6 point type, an em is 6 points; in 12 point type an em is 12 points and in 60 point type an em is 60 points. Thus a one em space is proportionately the same in any size.

Applying that to the Web world, if the current font-size is the default medium setting (16px in most browsers), 1em would equal 16px. If the default is set smaller at 11px, 1em would equal 11px. The advantage to using ems for font size, line height, and spacing between elements is that as text size is adjusted, those measurements will adjust proportionately.

Richard Rutter explains a crafty method for normalizing a base font size using ems (http://clagnut.com/blog/348/), where the units match (more or less) to pixel equivalents. The technique assumes a default browser text size set at medium, which is most often 16px.

Richard’s method begins by knocking down the base font-size of the page to 62.5% on the <body> element:
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This magic percentage essentially takes the default medium text down from 16px to 10px. The reasoning, Richard explains, is that having a base of 10px means you’ll have a nice round number to deal with and you can think in pixels while actually setting type in ems.

For example, after you apply 62.5% to the <body>, 1em would appear as 10px, 1.2em as 12px, .9em as 9px, 1.8em as 18px, and so on. If we were specifying different values for various elements on the page, we might do something like this:
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For designers who are used to setting type in pixels yet want to allow all users the ability to resize the text, using this em-based method can be rather handy. Like the keyword/percentage model shown earlier in this chapter, ems can get a bit tricky when nesting occurs (particular when the nesting is more than one level).

Let’s say, for instance, that we wanted all <abbr> elements within paragraphs to be 24px instead of the 12px we’re specifying:
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This code would render <abbr> elements that appear within a paragraph at 28.8px (since <abbr> is a child of <p> and we’re essentially saying 2.4 times the parent’s size, which in this case is 12px). <abbr> elements within paragraphs inherit the paragraph’s font-size as a base. To adjust for that, we follow a simple formula from Richard’s article:
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This means that, for our example of 24px as the goal and 12px as the parent base of the paragraph, the formula is as follows:

24 ÷ 12 = 2

So to achieve <abbr> elements within paragraphs that render at 24px, we’d do the following:
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You can see the math isn’t terribly baffling when we’re nesting one-level deep, but things do get a bit more confusing when going any further beyond that. Under most circumstances, nesting is kept to a level of one or two, and the math required to keep a firm grasp on things is often manageable—but keep in mind the added complexity when choosing em-based or keyword/percentage methods if you foresee a lot of font sizing within deeply nested elements.

Summary

If there’s one thing you should take away from this chapter, it’s the importance of allowing the user to control the size of text on any given page. I’ve shared strategies that have been successful for me, using keywords and percentages, as well as an alternative method using ems. But every Web site is different; each has its own requirements and circumstances. Ideally, you can enable that flexibility in your own projects as well.

Here are some important points to remember:

• IE/Win users cannot resize text set with pixels.

• Keywords offer a simple, easy-to-grasp method of sizing text that permits user resizing.

• Percentages can make future updates or user-defined style sheets a quick and easy way to modify an entire site’s text size with one CSS rule.

• Using the keyword/percentage combination can still allow a certain level of precision when targeted at default browser settings.

• Using Richard Rutter’s em-based approach can offer a smoother transition from pixels to relative sizing.

• Deep nesting of elements requires a little math (or even a lot) in order to keep things consistent.

And here’s some good news: this initial chapter is probably the least interesting of the entire book but very necessary in order to set a solid—no, flexible—foundation for the examples that follow. What we’ll be able to do next is assume that the user can scale the size of text on the page any way he or she desires. With that knowledge in hand, we’ll get creative with CSS, rebuilding traditional design components with flexibility in mind. And off we go.


2. Scalable Navigation

Provide site navigation that scales to any text size or content amount

The navigation of a Web site can often be the anchor for its design. It’s a page component that is as central and important as any. Traditionally, a Web designer might crack open a favorite image editor and lovingly craft some buttons, tabs, or text to be stuffed inside a few nested <table> elements. Additionally, JavaScript might be used to trigger rollover effects that swap a second set of images. In the end, the result might look great—but what lurks beneath the surface may not be so desirable, as we’ll see by investigating a common approach to building Web site navigation.

Let’s take a close look at an example based on the traditional approach to designing stylish, image-based tabs. After we analyze the shortcomings of this particular method, we then wipe the slate clean and construct a similar—but bulletproof—design using lean, valid markup; three tiny images; and CSS.

A Common Approach

I’ve decided to use the main navigation tabs found at LanceArmstrong.com as an example for two reasons (Figure 2.1). First of all, I’m a fan of Lance Armstrong, but more important, the design lends itself to being rebuilt using CSS in a way that will improve its flexibility. The goal here is to use CSS in a creative way that eliminates large chunks of code and results in a site that is easily maintained and scales gracefully.

Figure 2.1. The nicely designed tab navigation of LanceArmstrong.com illustrates the selected and unselected states each tab may be in.
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Let’s zoom in and examine the design elements involved in creating the tabs.

Strong Tabs

There’s a subtle detail in these tabs that make them a bit more interesting than just the average border-and-background variety. For each on and off state, the tab itself has a light gradient that repeats at the top of the tab, horizontally, and fades vertically into a solid background color: white for the on state and light yellow for the off state. A single-pixel highlight at the top of the tab that is lighter in shade than the rest adds a slight dimension, as if the light source were coming from the top of the page, down (Figure 2.2).

Figure 2.2. This is a close-up of the design details for each tab state. Notice a subtle highlight at the top of each tab, with the gradient fade used to simulate dimension and light.
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Before we go any further, I’d like to point out that the tabs look, well, cool. Given that good design is subjective (you may have a different opinion), we should be able to at least agree that someone spent a good amount of time making the navigation for LanceArmstrong.com attractive and functional. Mission accomplished—and that’s why I selected this example.

On LanceArmstrong.com, each tab set is a single image, with selected and unselected states, depending on what page you are viewing. This image also includes the site’s logo. Figure 2.3 shows one of the four possible images, viewed all by itself.

Figure 2.3. The entire tab set and logo are contained within a single, large image. The site includes at least three others like this one, highlighting each section.
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Common Rollovers

The navigation for LanceArmstrong.com does not currently feature any rollover effects, but by including some additional JavaScript and preloading a second set of images, it wouldn’t be impossible, although it would require even more code. We add rollover effects to the tab set when we re-create the design in the “A Bulletproof Approach” section a bit further on. But instead of adding more code, images, and JavaScript, we accomplish the rollover with just a few lines of CSS.

So, on the surface, we have a set of navigational tabs that are specially designed to fit the rest of the site’s look and feel. Clicking each tab takes you to the main sections of the site, and each tab has a corresponding text label. Good. Now, let’s look under the hood, kick the tires, and eventually walk through an alternate way of handling a similar design.

Why It’s Not Bulletproof

So what’s wrong here? We’re not looking to scorn the designers of LanceArmstrong.com—the method used here mirrors those used on millions of sites all over the Web. We’re simply using this site as a guide, primarily because I think it’s visually compelling, but also because re-creating such a site using CSS and valid, accessible markup will be simple. That said, let’s outline the characteristics that make this site vulnerable.

Mountains of Code

Certainly a characteristic that plagues sites that use JavaScript and image-based navigation is the large amount of code that’s required to lay them out and make them dynamic (in other words, switch states on rollover). Commonly, each tab is sliced out as its own image, with the current version using a series of nested tables, spacer GIF shims (transparent images used only for providing space between page elements), and other nonessential markup to achieve its pixel-precise layout. The result is a whole heck of a lot of code—and that means potentially slow download times and increased file size.

For LanceArmstrong.com in particular, all four tabs are contained within a single graphic, with an image map applied to make each tab portion of the graphic clickable. This requires less code than if each tab were a separate image and then positioned in table cells with spacer GIF shims. But the problems that follow are shared by both methods.

Inaccessibility Issues

Another unfortunate side effect of using so much code is that it chokes the text browsers and assistive software used by visitors with disabilities. And because the entire navigation is one single image (looking back at Figure 2.3), most developers fail to specify alt attributes for each clickable area when using image maps. So, users browsing with screen readers, or those who turn off images to save download time (a common practice for users with slow connections), will have a tough time navigating the site.

Scalability Issues

This is a big one. Because the tabs are images, there’s no way for visually impaired users to bump up the text size in their browsers to increase readability. Image-based navigation just won’t budge when it needs to.



[image: Image] Note

An exception to this scalability limitation is the “page zoom” feature found in the IE7 and Opera browsers that essentially magnifies the entire document.




Lack of Flexibility

If, in the future, the editors of LanceArmstrong.com wished to change any of the tab wording, or perhaps replace “About Lance” with “Why Lance Rules,” they would have a challenge ahead of them. Editing, removing, or swapping the wording on any of these image-based tabs requires the slicing out of new images, potentially altering the dimensions specified in the markup by way of the image map and thus creating a lot of work for all those involved.

And because the tab set is one single image, it means the update of at least four images to make a single change (one for each tab state)—certainly a potential headache down the road.

As you can see, there’s plenty of room for improvement here, and depending on your priorities, any one of the downsides mentioned earlier could be reason enough to investigate an alternate method. So let’s do just that.

A Bulletproof Approach

With the disadvantages of the traditional techniques for designing image-based navigation behind us, let’s take the tab design from LanceArmstrong.com and rebuild it employing a clean and lean standards-based method using CSS. The goal here is to address the previously outlined downsides to the traditional approach.

As with any ideal project, we first need to decide how to make the markup as meaningful and accessible as possible. For navigation, it makes perfect sense to structure a list of links as, you guessed it, a list:
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A simple, unordered list is all we need to create our bulletproof set of tabs. The simple markup will ensure easy readability across all browsers, devices, and assistive software—not to mention it’s lightweight and compact. Compare the amount of code used here with the traditional, nested-table approach, and the difference between the two becomes rather obvious.

Notice the unique id given to each list item. This will come in handy later on when we want to signify which page we’re on by giving the tab a selected state.

Sans Style

Unstyled, an unordered list normally appears as a vertical list, with a bullet to the left of each item (Figure 2.4). A device or text browser that does not support CSS could render this navigation list without any problems.

Figure 2.4. Here you see the untouched beauty of an unstyled, unordered list.
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Two Tiny Images

You recall that the common approach uses a separate image for each entire tab set—actually there are four images, one for each area of the site where a specific tab is selected. To simplify things, we plan to get by with just two small images that we’ll tile horizontally within each tab. Because they’ll tile, we won’t worry about widths and heights of each item—an important topic we return to a bit later in the chapter, in the section called “Why It’s Bulletproof.”
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Another advantage to using a list here is that many screen-reading applications will read aloud the number of items that are contained in the list that follows. This information provides the user with a clear cue as to what’s on the horizon. For instance, users of the popular screen-reading application JAWS, from Freedom Scientific, would be able to skip to the next list or element on the page after hearing how many items are contained within. (For more on how JAWS navigates Web pages, see www.freedomscientific.com/fs_products/Surfs_Up/Navigating.htm.)




If you take a look at the original tabs again, you’ll notice that the gradient fade starts at the top of the tab and then blends into a solid background color. Using our favorite image editor, Adobe Photoshop, we’ve created the two images (one for selected states and one for the unselected states) that re-create that gradient fade into a transparent background (Figure 2.5). We’ve chosen the color at the bottom of each image to be knocked out in favor of transparency. We’ll be able to fill that empty transparency in using CSS later on.

Figure 2.5. This is a close-up of the two images we’ll use to tile the gradient fade behind each tab state. The color at the bottom of each image has been knocked out as transparent (the checkerboard area), to be filled in later by a color with CSS.
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Notice that each image is only 10 pixels wide, and includes the one-pixel highlight along the top, followed by the gradient into a transparent background.

Applying Style

We have the ingredients. Now we just need to take our unordered list and two tiling images and apply some CSS to pull the whole thing together.

Our first step is to add CSS rules that will make the navigation list horizontal, rather than its default vertical presentation:
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We’re using the float property to stretch the navigation horizontally, and at this point we’ve also declared the yellow background color that the tab set will sit on top of. It’s important to include that yellow background, since it will be integral to ensuring that the whole system (yellow container and tabs) is scalable. We’ve also gone ahead and zeroed out default margins and padding (but giving a one-pixel right margin to space out each tab), as well as set a typeface and font-size that is 80% of the page’s default. Using what we’ve learned in Chapter 1, “Flexible Text,” we’ve used the small keyword on the <body> element to set the base size for the page. Now we’ll sleep well at night, knowing that IE/Win users will be able to adjust the tab text size at will.

Figure 2.6 shows what our navigation system looks like so far.

Figure 2.6. The initial navigation design looks quite disheveled.
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Hmm. I know, not even close. But with a few more declarations, we’ll be doing victory laps around the Champs-Elysées.

Float to Fix

The first issue we need to tackle is that because we’re floating the <li> elements, they’re taken out of the natural flow of the document and won’t fill up the outer <ul>, which defines our background color. In other words, because we float the inner elements, the outer <ul> doesn’t know how tall to be.

To fix this, let’s also float the entire <ul> along with everything else. This allows the <li> items to fill up the space, stretching the yellow background behind it. Due to the fact that floating an element “shrink-wraps” its contents (expanding only as wide or tall as needed), we’ll also add a specific width on the <ul>, imagining (for this example) that it lives inside a fixed-width layout of similar size (Figure 2.7).

Figure 2.7. By floating the <ul> element along with each list item, we stretch the background behind it.
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While we’ve declared a width of 720px for the #nav, to indent the tabs we’re also assigning left padding of 46px. Since padding is added to the width of the element, the navigation’s total width equals 766px.




Now, that’s a little better. We can rest assured that whatever the dimensions, the yellow background will expand along with its contents, protecting this component of the design. This float-to-fix method is a handy way of avoiding the addition of extra wrapper <div>s that could be used to compensate for the background. It also means not having to set a height on the list—something we want to avoid to be as flexible as possible.
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Because we’re floating #nav, we do have to make sure we clear any elements that follow. For instance, the next element that follows, be it another horizontal row or block of content, will need the clear: left; rule applied to ensure it’ll sit below the navigation area.




Making the Tabs Take Shape

Next, let’s add some definition to the links themselves by adding padding, borders, and background color:

[image: Image]

We’ve chosen to use the display: block; rule here on the <a> elements to help make the entire tab clickable. Block-level elements will force each other to be on their own separate lines, so we use the float property to again make things horizontal.

We’ve also applied padding around each link, changed the color and text decoration, and added a border to all but the bottom of each side. It’s important to apply padding to the <a> elements, since this ensures that the entire tab, not just the link text, will be clickable.

Amazingly, the tab appearance is starting to take shape as a result of the few extra CSS rules that we just added (Figure 2.8).

Figure 2.8. By adding padding to the <a> element, we make the entire button area clickable, making it easier for people to navigate the site.
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Aligning the Background Images

Our next step is to fold in the images we created earlier, assigning them as backgrounds that will tile within each tab:
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We’ve used the shorthand method for declaring a color and image in the same rule, allowing that specified color (#F9E9A9) to shine through the transparent areas of the image. This is the color at the bottom of the image that we removed in the image editor in favor of transparency.

We’ve also aligned the image to the top of the tab, and repeat-x is doing the horizontal tiling (Figure 2.9). Where the tiled image ends (including its transparent area) is where the specified background color will take over.

Figure 2.9. Tile the background image horizontally to add the highlight and gradient detail. Because the image is tiled, it means any width and/or height will not hinder the design.
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Our remaining steps include adding a declaration for hovered and selected states (which we combine for this design). But first, let’s add a solid border under the tabs that gets knocked out when a tab is selected, creating the illusion that the tab is part of the white page below it.

I’ve found that the simplest and most successful way of dealing with a border that at times you wish to overlap is to use a tiny tiled image that is the height you wish the border to be. This is where that third image comes into play; however, it’s so tiny that it almost doesn’t count (Figure 2.10).

Figure 2.10. This one-pixel-tall image is used as the bottom border for the tabs, allowing the active tab to overlap it, blending the bottom of the tab with the rest of the white page.
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This 1 x 37-pixel GIF image will tile horizontally along the bottom edge of our tab set. The width is arbitrary in this case, since we tile it horizontally, and for the life of me, I cannot remember why the odd width of 37 pixels was chosen for this particular image.

Figure 2.11 shows the stacking order of the navigation thus far, with the background color, one-pixel tiled border, and tab content coming together to complete the design.

Figure 2.11. A 3D view of how the tiled background image is placed to create the bottom border of the navigation.
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Giving background images that tile a substantial dimension improves rendering performance in Internet Explorer for Windows, which at times can be sluggish when you are using tiny images that repeat.




Adding the Bottom Border

So, to our previous #nav declaration, let’s add the following call to the small background image:
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We’re telling the image to tile horizontally while aligning it to the bottom. Because the image is only one pixel tall, the yellow background color we’ve also declared here (#FFCB2D) will shine through the remaining parts of the navigation bar (Figure 2.12).

Figure 2.12. With the bottom border tiled as a background image, we’re getting close to the finish line.
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Hovering Swap

For hover and selected states, let’s replicate the alternate gray tab color that’s used on LanceArmstrong.com by just swapping out the beige background image we’ve set by default. All this takes is one simple declaration to handle both scenarios. Let’s start by creating a hover style for the tabs:
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Notice that we’ve darkened the text and border colors and have referenced the gray background, which fades into white (#fff). We’ve also increased the bottom padding by one pixel (from 4 pixels to 5 pixels). This extra pixel will force the selected and hovered tabs to overlap the background border (which is also one pixel tall), giving it the appearance that it’s connected to the rest of the page (Figure 2.13).

Figure 2.13. By increasing the bottom padding from 4px to 5px on the hovered tab only, we’ll cover up the bottom border, creating the illusion that the tab is in the foreground.
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Selected State

How does the tab know when to stick on? That’s where the descendant selector comes into play, which we’ll add to the the hover declaration so they’ll share the same styles.
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A descendant selector provides a way of targeting specific elements based on their parent elements. By specifying elements separated by spaces, we can narrow down a target based on the order in which these elements appear in the document tree. For more on selectors, see www.w3.org/TR/REC-CSS2/selector.html.

So, if we were to add an id to the <body> element of a page with a value of intro like so
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then the declaration would read “on pages where there is a body id of #intro, also use the alternate background, darker colors, etc.”—a handy way to let CSS handle the “you are here” effect common in most navigation designs. And in this particular case, we combined the tab’s changed state for both hovering and selection into one CSS declaration.

Why It’s Bulletproof

We just took a pleasing tab navigation design from a high-profile Web site, ripped it apart, and reconstructed a similar system with less code that is easily updatable, that is more accessible to a wider range of browsers, devices, and assistive software—and most notably—that is flexible, regardless of the size and amount of text placed within it.

Because of the steps we took to creatively align background images and assign colors, the entire tab set is scalable. If the user chooses to bump up the text size a few notches to increase readability, the entire design will scale along with it (Figure 2.14).

Figure 2.14. This tab design can be scaled up or down by adjusting the text size in the browser.

[image: Image]

In a matter of minutes, we can also change the wording and/or add or remove tabs for instant updates, simply by editing the unordered list that’s used to structure the navigation items (Figure 2.15). All that needs to change is the text within each list item in our markup:

Figure 2.15. It takes just a few seconds to change the text for each tab by updating our easy-to-read, unordered list.
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A Variation Using Ems

For our reconstruction of the Lance Armstrong tabs, we specified padding around the link text in pixel units. This was partially necessary in order to increase the bottom padding by a single pixel to achieve the overlap of the one-pixel border on the bottom of the navigation bar. We needed to be exact by a single pixel.

If we remove the need for that one-pixel bottom border, we can then talk about using ems for padding around each tab’s link text. Why ems? As we discussed in Chapter 1, the em is a sliding measure, which will vary depending on the current font size. So, by specifying padding in ems for each navigation link instead of pixels, we can ensure that the entire tab (not just the text) scales in proportion to the text if adjusted by the user.

Figure 2.16 shows a simplified version of our previous tab example, where we’ve removed the one-pixel border from the bottom of the navigation, and changed its background color to gray.

Figure 2.16. A simplified version of the navigation, sans bottom border.
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We’ve assigned a width this time of 50em, again assuming it will fit inside a layout of the same size (for more on em-based layouts, see Chapter 8, “Fluid & Elastic Layouts”). Padding around the tabs is also specified here in ems, with 1em on the top and 5em creating the indent on the left.

We’ll now also change the #nav a declaration that styles each navigation item to use ems for padding as follows (additionally changing the background color to a light gray and removing the border around each tab):

[image: Image]

You’ll notice padding: .5em 1em, which translates to “half an em of padding on the top and bottom of the link, and 1 full em of padding on the left and right.” Now, if we adjust the text size up or down, you’ll see the tabs’ text and the spacing around them scale in proportion to each other (Figure 2.17). Pretty nifty, eh? So instead of there always being a specific number of pixels surrounding the text that will remain the same regardless of the current font size, using ems we now have a scalable system that stays intact when bumped up or down.

Figure 2.17. A tab variation based on ems, with text size adjusted to show proportions staying intact.
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I mention this variation primarily to get you thinking about swapping ems for pixels in situations like padding, margins, line height, and so forth. It may not always be possible of course (e.g., our Lance Armstrong tabs), but depending on the requirements, adding ems to the mix can be beneficial in maintaining proportion throughout your designs—regardless of text size. Give ’em a try.

Additional Examples

To take the concepts from this chapter a step further, be sure to dig into these additional examples that offer distinct designs that share the flexibility of the tabs we’ve just constructed.

Mozilla.org

www.mozilla.org

A recent redesign of Mozilla.org introduced rounded tab navigation that scales along with whatever text size or textual content that’s thrown at it (Figure 2.18).

Figure 2.18. Rounded corners can be easily achieved by using the Sliding Doors technique, as seen here at Mozilla.org.
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The Mozilla team utilized a technique developed by Douglas Bowman called the Sliding Doors of CSS (www.alistapart.com/articles/slidingdoors/). Bowman devised a clever way of using two background images that spread apart as the contents inside them expand. By using two separate images, rounded corners and other non-box treatments can be aligned to the edges of tabs and other containers—all the while remaining flexible and accessible.

Slants

www.simplebits.com/bits/bulletproof_slants.html

The need for slant-separated yet flexible navigation arose for a client project, and the results required just a single background image that would reveal more or less of itself depending on the size of text contained within (Figure 2.19).

Figure 2.19. By using a larger-than-necessary slant background image, the effect can remain intact no matter what text is placed in between.
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By aligning a single-slant image that is larger than necessary (at a default text size) as a background image, we ensured that more of that slanted image will expose itself as you increase the text size (Figure 2.20).

Figure 2.20. Here’s a close-up of the slant, with only just enough of the image revealed.
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ESPN.com Search

www.espn.com

The tabs used to toggle filters for a previous design of ESPN.com’s Search were created using a method similar to this chapter’s example. A larger image with a gradient fade was used as a background, where more of the image appeared as the user increased text size. Figure 2.21 shows the tabs at two different text sizes.

Figure 2.21. The tabs of a previous version of the ESPN Search would scale with varying text size and length.
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To explain how this was achieved, we’ll use the unselected tab state as an example, where there is a slight, one-pixel highlight on both the top and left sides of the background image. Because this highlight appears on these two sides only, we can get away with using a single image as a background, making it large enough to accommodate text at a large size.

Figure 2.22 shows the tab at default text size, with only the top-left portion of the background image revealed, while Figure 2.23 shows the tab at a much larger text size, with a larger area of the background image revealed. By creatively positioning the image to the top left of the tab’s <a> element, we can still show the highlight and gradient detail no matter what amount or size of text is placed inside.

Figure 2.22. This shows a tab at default text size, with only the top-left portion of the background image revealed.
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Figure 2.23. With an increased text size, more of the background image is revealed, yet the subtle highlight remains in the top and left of the tab.

[image: Image]

Ensuring a flexible width was crucial to the design of these tabs, because the number of results would be displayed alongside each tab’s label (the number in parentheses). Due the varying length of the results number, the tab needed room to “breathe,” expanding or contracting as necessary while still maintaining the design.

Summary

Rebuilding a common method for image-based tabs has given us the opportunity to identify several downsides to using those techniques. At the same time, we’ve discovered advantages in using a simple unordered list, styled with creative CSS, not only allowing navigation designs to expand or contract with text size adjustments, but also permitting a varying amount of content to be placed within.

Here are a few points to remember when designing navigation:

• Using image-based navigation means poor- or low-vision users cannot adjust its text size.

• Simple markup (an unordered list) ensures greater accessibility to a wider range of browsers, devices, and software.

• Text-based navigation is easily updated or edited, without the need to create new images each time a change is needed.

• Creative placement of background images can add detail to a navigation’s design without sacrificing its flexibility.

• Try using ems for margins, padding, line height, and so forth to provide true scaling of your design (and not just text), regardless of font size.

• There are times when using images for navigation is a requirement and unavoidable, whether for a company’s typeface or because of limited screen real estate. This is not the end of the world by any means.

That last bullet point is an important one to stress. In the real world, requirements regarding typeface and/or width and height of the navigation may be decided by someone other than yourself. In those instances, run away very fast. No, not really—but you’re now prepared to make a case for using something flexible in its place. There are no wrong answers—just some that may work better than others, taking into account each unique situation.

Now that we’ve established a flexible navigation concept, let’s move on to other components frequently found on Web pages, reworking them as we go.
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<dl>

<dt>Younger Cope/dt>

<dd>And was there anything of value in the car?</dd>

<dt>The Dude</dt>

<dd>0h, uh, yeoh, uh... a tape deck, some Creedence tapes,
ond there was a, uh... uh, my briefcase.</dd>

<dt>Younger Cope/dt>

<dd>[expectant pause] In the briefcase?</dd>

<dt>The Dude</dt>

<dd>Un, uh, papers, un, just papers, uh, you know, uh, my
papers, business  papers.</dd>

<dt>Younger Cop</dt>

<dd>And what do you do, sir?</dd>

<dt>The Dude</dt>

<dd>I'n unenployed. </dd>
/dl>
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<dt>This is the Tern</dt>
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<dt><img src="ing/bldg. jpg" width="15

alt="building" />#here it all began</dt>
<dd>Vestibulun risus. Nullan adipiscing. Etiom frin-

gilla. .. </dd>

</dl>
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orci. Nam ut felis. Pellentesque i nulla nec eros dignissim sollicitudin

Phasellus suscipit tristique lorem. Proin dolor massa, eleifend at, molis lobortis, cursus.
in, magna. Curabitur ultricies, ligula sit amet aliquet condimentum, tellus arcu mollis
leo, a faucibus nibh urna vitae orc. Etiam sapien. In massa dul, imperdiet eget, mollis
e, venenatis porttitor, tortor. Nulla posuere accumsan lacus.
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What Are Pretzels?

Pretzels are delicious baked
snacks made from dough that's
twisted into shape.

Our Pretzels

© Plain

© Salted

© Chocolate covered
© Yoqurt covered

© B8O

About Us

© History
© Jobs

© Contact Us
© Directions
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porttitor, tortor. Nulla posuere accumsan lacus.
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<table widthe'
<tr>

100%°>

<td colspan="2">header</td>
</tr>
<trs
<td width="70%">content</td>
<td width-"30%">sidebar</td>
</tr>
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<td>content</td>
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bibendum. Duis hendrerit. Nunc id dolor. Dus euismod purus ut mauris. Lorem ipsum
dolor it amet, consectetuer adipiscing elt. Morbi odio. Morbi odic. Praesent leo mauris,
rutrum nec, molis ut, scelerisque sit amet, tortor. Sed suscipit ligula et pede. Morbi
rutrum mols lacus. Duls quis eros. Fusce commodo tortor ut ante. Nunc molls pede nec
tellus. Praesent in nulla. Nullam malesuada adipiscing orci. Praesent in fes eu erat
sagitis tincidunt. Nulla vel massa vitae risus placerat rutrum.

Vestibulum risus. Nullam adipiscing. Etiam fringilla neque id erat. Sed varius.
Ipsum vitae sem congue mattis. Maecenas gravida diam vitae nibh. Donec.
enim. Vestibulum risus. Nullam adipiscing. Etiam fringila neque id erat. Sed
Varius ipsum vitae sem congue mattis.

Vestibulum risus. Nullam adipiscing. Etiam fringila neque id erat. Sed varius Ipsum vitae
sem congue mattis. Maecenas gravida diam vitae nibh. Donec enim. Nullam hendrerit
faucibus nulla. Curabitur vel el at lacus eleifend vulputate. Etiam nec tortor a dolor
scelerisque dignissim. Donec lacus ipsum, posuere nec, lobortis vel, suscipit ev, orcl. Nam
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igula et pede. Morbi rutrum molis Iacus. Dus Quis eros. Fusce commodo tortor ut
ante. Nunc molis pede nec telus. Praesent In nulla. Nullam malesuada adiiscing orc.
procsent n fls eu eat sagitistincdunt. Nul vel massa vitae risus pacerat rutrum.

Where t all began
Vestbuum risus. Nullom adipiscing. Eam fingila
neaque d ert. Sed varius psum vse sem congue
mattis. Maccana gravida diam vitae mish. Danec
enim. Vestuum risus. Nullam adiiscing. Evam
fringit neaue id erat. Sed varius psum viae sem
congue matis.

Vestiulum isus. Nullam adipiscing. Etom fingla neaue id erat. Sed varius psum
Ve sem congue matts. Maecenas gravida dam vitae nibh. Donec enim. Nullam
hencrett faucbus nulla. Curabitur vel el at acus efffend vulputate. Etiam nec
hortor a dolor scelerisque dgnissim. Donec lacus psum, posuere nec,lobortis vel,

met, tortor. Sed suscpt igula et pede. Morb rutrum mols

cus. Duls quis eros. Fusce commodo tortor ut ante. Nunc:
molis pede nec tellus. racsent n nulla, Nullam malesuada
baipiscing orc. racsent in el ey erat sagitis tincidunt.
Nulla vel massa vitae risus placerat rutrum.

Where i il began
Vesthulum isus Nullam
adiiscing. Esam fingila
neque d ert. Sed varus
ipaum vtae sem cangue
mattis. Maccenas gravids
diam vitae nbh. Donec enim.
Vesthulum isus. Nullam
adipiscing. Esam fingila
neque d erat. Sed varius
ipaum vitae sem cangue
matts.

Vestibulum risus| Nullam adipscing. Etam frngita neaue id
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‘Where it all began
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massa vitae risus placerat rutrum.

Where it all began

Vestibulum risus. Nullam adipiscing. Etiam fringilla
neque id erat. Sed varius ipsum vitae sem congue
mattis. Maccenas gravida diam vitae nibh. Donec
enim. Vestibulum risus. Nullam adipiscing. Etiam
fringilla neque id erat. Sed varius ipsum vitae sem
congue mattis.

Vestibulum risus. Nullam adipiscing. Etiam fringilla neque id erat. Sed varius ipsum
= S R o i S SN
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What Are Pretzels?

Pretzels are delicious baked
snacks made from dough that's
twisted into shape.

Our Pretzels

© Plain

© Salted

© Chocolate covered
© Yoqurt covered

© B8O

About Us

© History
© Jobs

© Contact Us
© Directions
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. Nullam maiesuada adsing oc. Praesen n fels ey et sagttis tncdunt. Nulla vel massd vEae ius pacarat Futrum.

‘Where it all began
Vestibulum riss. ol adipcing. Etam frinila neque i eat. Sed varus fpsum viae sem
<ongue mats, MaccenasGravida diam vtae . Gonee enm. Vestbulm rs. Nolom
‘ipicing. i fingil naue i ert. Sed vris psum vis sem congue mats

Vestiulum risus. Nullam adiscing. Etam ingila neque d erd. 5ed varus Ipsum vkae sem congue mattis. Maecenas gravida
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What Are Pretzels?

Pretzels are delicious baked snacks
made from dough that's twisted intj
shape.

Our Pretzels

Salted
Chocolate covered
Yoaurt covered

Contect Us
Directions
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<table>
<trs
<td>Forun Name</td>
<td>Topics/Messages</td>
<tdsLast Post</td>
</tr>
<tr>
<td><a href="/forun/">Nate of Forun</a> This is
the description of the forun. This is another line
descriptive text.</td>
<td>0313/163773</td>
<td>Feb 28, 2005 04:21 PM</td>
</tr>
<tr>
<td><a href="/forun/">Nate of Forun</a> This is
the description of the forum. This is another line
descriptive text.</td>
<td>9313/163773</td>
<td>Feb 28, 2005 04:21 PM</td>
</trs
<tr>
<td><a href="/forun/">Nate of Forun</a> This is
the description of the forum. This is another line
descriptive text.</td>
<td>9313/163773</td>
<td>Feb 28, 2005 04:21 PM</td>
</trs
</tables
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Bulletproof Pretzel Company

Special: 30% off all week-old pretzels! Get 'em while they're...
hot?
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Our Company History What Are Pretzels?

Lorem fpsum dolor s met, consectever adiing i, Fusce beronecue,feugiat non,  Prtzels are deicous baked
st ut, lcuet u, 0. Phaslus oencum olavam vl Plentesde wi o, Snacks made from dough thats
posuer nee, cursus 1 faclss a, oo, Mor consecatuerpede ulries era epetas  EWIted Ito shape.

inendum. Ouis hendrar. Nunc i dolr. DU uismod s Ut maurs. Lorem

2 met, consectetuer adpiscing elt, Morcdo, Mor o Praesent leo maurt, trum OUF Pretzels

rec, mals t, selrsque st amet, tortor. Sed susciot gul f pede. Mo utrum Mok | pia

Bulletproof Pretzel Company

@ Special: 30% off all week-old pretzels! Get 'em while they're... hot?

Our Company History

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetuer w
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Bulletproof Pretzel Company

@ special: 30% offall

Our Company History -
Lorem ipsum dolor it amet, consectetuer adpscing e, Fusce ibero neque, e
feugat non, molestie ut, alluet ut,lo. Phaselus bioendum alluar vel.
Pellentesaue wisi usto, osuere nec, cursus i, faciis ac odo. Morb consectetuer | Hh

pede ultrices erat egestas bibendur. Duis hendrert. Nunc i dolor. Duis euismod
purus ut mauris. Lorem ipsum dolor st amet, consectetuer adipiscing elt. Morbi
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Lo psum dslor s amet, conectetuer adpacing e, Fuscs beroneaue,
feugia non, mlestie ut,aliue u, eo. Phasehusbbendum aluom Vel
Pallentesaue w uso,posuere nec, cursus 4 ol o, odo. Mor consectatuer
pede ultrice ra egestas bbendum. uis hendeert. Nune 4 ase. Duis elsmod
o ut mauri, Lorem lsum oo s amet, consectetuer adisang it Hor
k. Morts . Pracsent leo maurs, rlzum e, mols ut, scslersae s amet,
ortr. S vt Kl e pad. Morrutrum o ocs. Ouis s er. Fuscs
molesuads adipaing rc Present i e e rat sagtis tincdun, Nua vel
mssa veaerisus plocerat rtru.

58

mece o began
Vestblum s, ot adpicing, Etam ringta necue darat. Sed varive
Ipsum vkse sem cangue matts,accenssgravidsdam ise . Danec

enin. Vestbulum risus. Nulam adipscng. Etiam fioglanecue  ert. Sed

Vestbutum riss. Nllom acscing. Etam fingilanecue d ert. Sed varus psum
20 sam congue matt. Haecenas gravida dam iae i Denec enm. Nullm.

‘What Are Pretzels?

Pretzel are delicious baked
snocks made from doush
hats twisted o shope.

Our Pretzels






OEBPS/html/graphics/p0142-01.jpg
<hZ>1his Way</hi>





OEBPS/html/graphics/p0142-02.jpg
e 1
width: 4.5em;
padding: .Sen .8em .Sem 1.5en;
font-weight: normal;
color: #FFF;

background: #693 url(nav-arrow.gif) no-repeat 0 50%;
3





OEBPS/html/graphics/p0085-01.jpg
<div 1d="sweden >
<dl>
<dt>Stockholme/de>

<dd class="ing"><ing src="ing/ganlastan.pg" width="80"
height="80" alt="Ganla Stan” /></dd>
<dd>This was token in Garla Stan (Old Town) in a large
square of anazing buildings.</dd>
<al
<dl>
<dt>Ganla Uppsala</dt>
<dd class="ing"><ing src="ing/uppsala.jpg” width="80"
height="80" alt="Ganla Uppsala” /></dd>
<dd>The First three Swedish kings are buried here, under
oncient burial mounds. </dd>
<al
<dl>
<dt>Perpetual Sun</dt>
<dd Class="ing"><ing src="ing/watch. jpg” width="80"
reight="80" alt-"Wiristuatch" /></dd>
<dd>During the summer months, the sun takes forever to
go down. This is a good thing. </dd>
</al>
Jdivs
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<captionsThe Films</caption>
<tr>
<th scope="col" class="nane">Forun Nane</th>
<th scope="col">Topics/Messages</th>
<th scope="col">Last Post</th>

</trs
<tr closs"alt">
<td class="nane"><a href="/forun/">Nane of Forum</a>

This is the description of the forun. This is another line
of descriptive text.</td>
<td>9313/163773</td>
<td>Feb 28, 2005 04:21 PM</td>
</tr>
<tr>
<td class="nane"><a href="/forun/">Nane of Forum</a>
This is the description of the forun. This is another line
of descriptive text.</td>
<td>9313/163773</td>
<td>Feb 28, 2005 04:21 PM</td>

alt>

<td class="nane"><a href="/forun/">Nane of Forum</a>
This is the description of the forun. This is another line
of descriptive text.</td>

<td>9313/163773</td>

<td>Feb 28, 2005 04:21 PM</td>

</tr>
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<trs
<th>Forun Name</th>
<th>Topi.cs/Messages</th>
<th>Last Post</th>
</trs.
<trs
<td><a href="/forun/">Nane of Forum</a> This is
the description of the forun. This is another line of
descriptive text.</td>
<td>9313/163773</td>
<td>Feb 28, 2005 04:21 PM</td>
</trs
<trs
<td><a href="/forun/">Nae of Forum</a> This is
the description of the forun. This is another line of
descriptive text.</td>
<td>9313/163773</td>
<td>Feb 28, 2005 04:21 PM</td>
</trs
<trs
<td><a href="/forun/">Nae of Forum</a> This is
the description of the forun. This is another line of
descriptive text.</td>
<td>9313/163773</td>
<td>Feb 28, 2005 04:21 PM</td>
</trs
</tables
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<strong>Special:</strong> 30% off all week-old pretzels!
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<div id="content">
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‘What Are
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About Us
© History
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® Contz
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<div closs="box">
<h3>Wnat Are Pretzels?</h3>
<p>Pretzels are delicious boked snacks made from dough
that's twisted into shape.</p>

</divs
<div closs="box">
<h3>0ur Pretzels</h3>
<wl>
<lis<a >Plaine/a></1i>
<lis<a >Saltede/a></1i>
<lis<a >Chocolate covered</a»</1i>
lis<a >Yogurt coverede/as</1i>
lis<a >B80</a></1i>
</ul>
</div>
<div closs="box">
<h3>About Us</h3>
<l
lis<a SHistory</a</1i>
<lisa > Jobs</@></1i>
<lisa ‘#">Contact Us</a></Li>
<lis<a >Directions</a></1i>
</ul>
</div>

</div> <1-- end .gutter
o/div> <!-- end #sidebar -
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