THE WEB DESIGN DISCIPLINE

INTRODUCTION 

            This paper discusses the different aspects of web design including its history, its practice, and recent key issues. This discussion stands as a presentation of my discipline- web designing – to familiarize the readers about the different key discussions that are important.  

            The web design discipline, for me, is a modern art like no other because it does not only involve the designing of artistic forms but also the application of codes unique only to web sites. When we explore the internet, we see many artistic graphic designs but behind those lie the aesthetics of coding or on how the designer will distribute the specific codes to build the most effective design for the client. Web designing is not limited to a single technique. Technique varies as different codes are discovered. Unlike the painting or sketching, this art is huge in terms of scope. Although most graphic designs are only enhanced by software and different applications, designing a website should involve the utmost skills and disciplines needed to make it effective, easy to use and attractive.  

            As we go along this paper, I will discuss various important points about web designing. The information presented here is based on my personal knowledge as a designer as well as from various literatures that discusses and explains its practice. This artistic discipline is almost incomparable with others because of its technicality. Through this paper, I hope that the readers will understand what it is all about and how it works. 

WEB DESIGN AND ITS HISTORY 

Definition 

Web design is simply defined as the art and process of creating a single Web page or entire Web sites. It is considered an art because it may involve both the aesthetics and the mechanics of a Web site's operation although primarily it focuses on the look and feel of the Web site. Some of the aspects, which are usually the artistic aspects that may be included in Web design or Web production, are graphics and animation creation, color selection, font selection. On the other hand, some of the technical aspects may include navigation design, content creation, HTML/XML authoring, JavaScript programming, and ecommerce development. Web design is not just an aesthetic and technical form of art, but is also a form of electronic publishing. 

As another way to define it, the Web Design Reference (2006) define it as follows: “multidisciplinary pursuit pertaining to the planning and production of Web sites, including, but not limited to, technical development, information structure, visual design, and networked delivery”.  

In other words, to be a web designer, a person must limit himself only in designing but also on how his designs will work on the internet or the technical aspects of it. It is multi-disciplinary because it is not only limited to aesthetic values, but also to human factors and technical values. The aesthetic side requires the artistic side of the designer e.g. the choice of fonts for the web site as well as the choice of its sizes, the background colors and how it mixes with the images, the knowledge about different graphic designing applications such as Adobe Photoshop and Macromedia Fireworks to name a few, being familiar with different aesthetic disciplines, and so on.  

On the other hand, the technical side of being a web designer is as complex as its aesthetic side. The designer should be familiar about different browsers and different desktop applications. For instance, Microsoft Windows is different from Macintosh in terms of functionality. Another example is the difference between Netscape and Internet explorer. There are also great differences on Web server applications and other applications that a designer should be familiar with. These are all important because one error may drastically affect the accessibility of the created or designed website. 

 On the other hand, the human factors involved in web designing are also well-discussed and well-documented. The human factor side of web design concerns with anything that affects the performance of system operators—whether hardware, software, or liveware (Roscoe, 2005). It concerns the study and application of principles of ergonomic design to equipment and operating procedures and in the scientific selection and training of operators (Roscoe, 2005). Human factors specialists in web design are concerned first with the distribution of system functions among people and machines, which are identified through the analysis of system operations (Roscoe, 2005). This also concerns the selection and training of system operators to enhance performance, as well the computer-human interaction in web design (Roscoe, 2005).

A Brief History 

The history of web design begins with the first web designer – Mr. Tim Berners-Lee. He put the first website online in August 1991. Lee’s approach was combining internet communication with hypertext. During that time, internet communications had been carrying email and the Usenet for decades, while hypertexts were the same but limited to browsing information stored on a single computer, such as interactive CD-ROM design.

From a simple markup language, formatting options and the ability to link pages together using hyperlinks were included. This basically widens the scope and practice of web designing. That revolutionary idea distinguished the Web from other communication media and Web design from other design disciplines. It became unlike any form of design because of its diversity and almost endless possibilities. From there, web designing evolved from simple to a complex and flexible process. Data are now capable of being invisible enabling tabular data not to mess up with the page but to only serve the page as a balancer of texts and images. Other approaches were also introduced like the Cascade Style Sheets (CSS) and the WYSIWYG (what you see is what you get) software applications such as Microsoft Frontpage and Macromedia Dreamweaver. These software applications take away the burden of too much coding and simply the designing aspects of the web designing. 

 Because of being under pressure to direct the future of Websites and web designing in general, founder Tim Berners-Lee decided to form the World Wide Web Consortium in September 1994, with a base at MIT is the USA, INRIA in France, and Keio University in Japan (Berners-Lee, 1998). The function of the consortium is to serve as a neutral open forum where companies and organizations to which the future of the Web is important come to discuss and to agree on new common computer protocols. Ever since, it has been a center for issue raising, design, and decision by consensus, and also a fascinating vantage point from which to view that evolution (Berners-Lee, 1998).

As time goes by, new approaches have been added to web designing. Database integration technologies such as server-side scripting (i.e. CGI, PHP, ASP.NET, ASP, JSP, and ColdFusion) and design standards like CSS further changed and enhanced the way the Web was made.

 The latest entry and perhaps trend in web designing is Macromedia Flash applications. Flash is more versatile than all other web designing applications because it is much more restrictive than the open HTML format, though, requiring a proprietary plugin to be seen, and it does not integrate with most web browser UI features like the "Back" button.

 The evolution of web designing, however, brought to it many issues that are still being debated up to date. These issues will be discussed in the next section of this paper. 

CURRENT STATE OF DISCIPLINE

 The World Wide Web Consortium states that one of the key issues in web designing today is accessibility. The four design principles of W3C’s Web Content Accessibility Guidelines state that designers need to following accessibility principles: content must be perceivable; interface elements in the content must be operable; content and controls must be understandable; and content must be robust enough to work with current and future Web technologies (W3C, 2005). 

 The accessibility of websites has seen an enormous importance for ecommerce companies in attracting customers to visit or take the time in their websites. This is a challenge for the designers as their information architecture skills are greatly needed. This also exposes the psychological effect of the websites’ features and contents on the users’ behavior. According Nielsen (1999), people do not come to the web for an ‘experience’, but rather, they come for information. However, the impact of the web site’s information architecture on the ability of a user to navigate that site is overlooked by many web-site designers, who tend to focus primarily on the site’s ambiance. There’s more to ambiance and beauty – and that is usefulness and navigational simplicity. In fact, in the study by Forrester Research, it was concluded that poorly designed web sites can lose 50 per cent of potential sales when people cannot find what they are looking for, and that 40 per cent of users do not return to a site when that first experience is negative (Harley, McCarthy and Souza, 1998). People look for effortless ways in obtaining their information and with a lot of competitors out there that can provide such service, a company with a difficult navigational scheme, can easily lose customers to rivals. Focusing on this and on other user concern is also called the ‘user-focused design’. Today, designers should be well-familiar with this concept. In designing the website, designer must always remember that convenience counts, and customers can have other options when they get irritated with the site in their first experience with it. For instance, the fill-up form before access can be difficult, thus, it would perhaps better to create a special deal to those who would fill up an ID username. They can either access to information that those who didn’t fill up are not allowed to access. The customers’ target is information as well convenience and effortlessness in navigation. The designer of today should always remember that: they are not the users; users are not them; and that that their designs should be based for the common user but should also strive to be different from other websites in some way. 

 However, there is also a design-based discipline side which focuses on ‘how the website look’ instead of how it functions. There are proponents of this discipline that believe being attractive and humongous in terms of design is enough to attract a visitor as being too function-focus takes the design of the website for granted. 

Another issue in the current web designing discipline is the argument on which layout is best: fixed or liquid. A liquid layout is a web page layout that takes its width from the width of the browsing window—when the width of the browsing window is changed, the width of the page changes. The major advantage of this is that users may use whatever size of browsing window they prefer (within reason) without fear of horizontal scrolling (Adams et al, 2004). On the other hand, a fixed layout is the opposite of a liquid layout: the page has a set width whatever size the browsing pane is. This often causes horizontal scrolling, which can be disorientating and annoying. The proponents of this method often come from a graphic design field and, as such, attempt to create an entirely static page that doesn’t move, not even for the sake of usability (Adams et al, 2004). Both approach however, are supported by proponents and is still an issue of debate. 

 Aside from layout and the functionality, another current debate in web designing is which HTML editor should be best used – WYSIWYG editors or hand coding. The website webdesignfromscratch.com (2006) argued that it is better to code by hand to use a WYSIWYG editor because doing so produces: greater knowledge; greater control; and greater speed. Great knowledge means being able to detect errors more efficiently because the developer has complete knowledge about his work. This make fixes for bugs easier. Furthermore, the developer also has control because he inputs codes manually rather than through an editor which inputs its own codes. WYSIWYG editors are notorious for code errors which can be a pain fixing. On the other hand, greater speed means that those who type fast will surely have an advantage in hand coding because it is more direct to the point than WYSIWYG editors. Ray (2005) stated some other few specific disadvantages of WYSIWYG editors: text content may not be positioned at the top of the HTML file, which search engines like Google use to determine search engine ranking; font sizes may not be fixed, displaying garbled or overlapping text; content placement may not appear uniformly in less popular, yet fully functional browsers; and future expandability of your web site may be limited to the program's design interface. On the other hand, proponents of WYSIWYG editors argue that it is effective for hard to type codes, such as HTML animations and so forth. They argue that is much faster than straight up coding because the editors generate the code for the designer. Furthermore, it is also preferred for beginners. 

 On the technical side, there is also the browser issue. There are now different browser rules on how a particular page should look. Duckett (2005) explained that the following factors play certain roles on the issue: computer processors and graphics cards improved; higher-resolution screens became available; larger screens fell in price and became more widespread; devices other than desktop computers were accessing the Web, such as mobile phones and TV set top boxes; even refrigerators were being developed with built-in browsers. The challenges that these factors created include: more users were encouraged to use higher screen resolutions because as processors and graphics cards improved; more people were using these higher resolutions because larger screens were becoming more widespread; sites that were designed to fit on a screen at 640 × 480 resolution look smaller on a 1024 ×768 resolution screen and can therefore be harder to read at high resolutions; and new devices often had smaller screens, lower resolution, less power available, and less memory available.

CRITERIA FOR QUALITY

 There are many different opinions about how a quality web design should be. An internet business consultant stated the following criteria: the page must be clean, uncluttered, and very easy to read without hurting the eyes; banners should not be put on top of the page and it should be fewer than 4; the pages should be browser compliant; the site should have a unique content; and that it should avoid large unnecessary contents that would affect the loading time of the pages (Bruceclay, 2006). 

Similarly, Lesch (2005) from W3C also emphasized that the quality presentation of a website is everything. First, the site should be well-validated and broken links should be rooted out and sorted early. Accessibility and internationalization are also both important. In terms of images, Lesch (2005) suggested that PNG files are mostly preferred and that images should have background colors. Grammars, spellings and linking also play parts on a quality web page. 
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CONCLUSION

As technology develops further, it can be said that many changes will occur and many new skills should be learned in this type of discipline. Thus, it can be said that the Web Design discipline is not a passive discipline, but a dynamic one – ever changing. Also as a personal opinion, I can say that web designing is more of a functionality art rather than visual art, because designs are much concerned with how it functions rather than how it appeals, although sites should also be kept moderately appealing. Web design discipline is very much different compared with other artistic discipline in many ways simply because it much more diverse, more technical, and more focused on different functions, say unlike paintings or music that are more focused on aesthetic values. Standards in web design are ever changing and ever evolving, and because of the many key issues at the height of debate, it can be said that standards can be based on the own discretion of the designer. 

 In this discipline, a fair amount of time and patience should be devoted because it is very technical and involves many applications. The designer should remain flexible and should always have the attitude of always being interested on new knowledge that comes up.
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