
Advanced CSS Training
Advanced CSS Page Layout



Resetting Styles

Web browsers make certain assumptions that can sometimes interfere with layouts. Designers often have to undo or override these defaults. It has become a common practice to do so from the outset. This practice has come to be known as "resetting" styles.

A very simple reset that affects page layout is shown below:

Note the universal selector. This effectively does away with all margin, padding and borders for every element including the body, headings, lists, and list items. It then becomes the designers responsibility (freedom?) to assign margin, padding and borders.

The screenshots below illustrate the impact of this reset:

  

Resets can get much more sophisticated. CSS Guru Eric Meyer provides a freely downloadable detailed reset style sheet at http://meyerweb.com/eric/thoughts/2007/05/01/reset-reloaded.

Using the simple reset we have shown above gives us a blank slate on which to lay out our page. Now we have to make some decisions:

Will our design use a fixed width or the full width of the browser?
How many "rows" and "columns" will we have?
What sort of positioning should we use: absolute, relative, fixed or static?

We address these questions in the sections below by looking at specific layouts. For all layouts, we'll assume we want a header and a footer.

* {
 margin:0;
 padding:0;
 border:0;
}
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Full Width Layouts

Pages designed to use the full width of the browser window are often described as having a "fluid" or "liquid" layout. That's because one or more of the columns must be automatically resized according to the size of the browser window.

Two-column

We'll start with the simple two-column layout shown below: 

As you can see, the page has four content areas. Let's take a look at the HTML first:

Code Sample: 

CssPageLayout/Demos/fluid-two-column.html 

The four content areas have the following ids: header, footer, menu , and content.

The page content is contained in a wrapper div, which we can use to put a border around the content. Later we'll see how we can use it to adjust the width of the whole content. The wrapper div is divided into three "rows": header, main , and footer.

The header and footer rows are simple divs.

The main  row is broken up into two "columns": menu  and content. It also has a "clearer" div, which we'll discuss shortly.

Now the CSS:

Code Sample: 

CssPageLayout/Demos/fluid-two-column.css  

We'll start by resetting margins, padding, and borders with the universal selector: 

The result: 

1.

Next let's add a border the wrapper div. 

The result: 

2.

<!DOCTYPE HTML>
<html>
<head>
<meta charset="UTF-8">
<link href="fluid-two-column.css" rel="stylesheet">
<title>Two-column fluid layout</title>
</head>
<body>
<div id="wrapper">
 <div id="header">
  <h1>Two-column fluid layout</h1>
 </div>
 <div id="main">
  <div id="menu">
   <h2>Menu</h2>
   <p>This column is fixed.</p>
   <p>This column is fixed.</p>
   <p>This column is fixed.</p>
   <p>This column is fixed.</p>
   <p>This column is fixed.</p>
  </div>
  <div id="content">
   <h2>Content</h2>
   <p>This column is fluid.</p>
  </div>
  <div class="clearer"></div>
 </div>
 <div id="footer">footer</div>
</div>
</body>
</html>

* {
 margin:0;
 padding:0;
 border:0;
}
#wrapper {
 border:1px solid #000;
}
#header {
 border-bottom:1px solid #000;
 padding:10px;
 background-color: #eee;
}
#main {
 background-image: url(Images/bgMain.gif);
 background-repeat:repeat-y;
}
#menu {
 width:180px;
 float: left;
 padding:10px;
 border-right:1px solid #000;
 color:#fff;
}
#content {
 margin-left:200px;
 border-left:1px solid #000;
 padding:10px;
 line-height:2em;
}
.clearer {
 clear:both;
}
#footer {
 border-top:1px solid #000;
 background-color: #eee;
 padding:10px;
}

* {
 margin:0;
 padding:0;
 border:0;
}

#wrapper {
 border:1px solid #000;
}
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Next let's add a bottom border to the header and give it some padding and a background. 

The result: 

3.

Next let's add a background image to the maindiv. The background image is 1px high by 200px wide. This is a trick to apply a background color to the left column that extends all the way to the bottom of the column. If we put the background image or a background color on the menudiv itself, the background would
end at the bottom of the content in that div. By putting it on the containing maindiv, we make sure that the background extends to the bottom of the whole column: 

The result: 

4.

Now we need to float the menudiv left so that the contentdiv will come up to its right edge. We'll also add some other styles to make it more readable and give it a width of 180px and padding of 10px, which gives it a de facto width of 200px: 180px + (2 x 10px): 

The result: 

What happened there??? The text in the contentdiv is wrapping underneath the menu. We don't want that.

5.

And there's another problem - watch what happens when we shorten the text in the contentdiv: 

The height of the maindiv only extends to the bottom of its content, which it considers to be the contentdiv. So the background only tiles down that far. 

6.

The solution to the wrapping problem is to set the left margin of the contentdiv to the de facto width of the menudiv: 

The result (Notice we added the content back to the contentdiv): 

7.

#header {
 border-bottom:1px solid #000;
 padding:10px;
 background-color: #eee;
}

#main {
 background-image: url(Images/bgMain.gif);
 background-repeat:repeat-y;
}

#menu {
 width:180px;
 float: left;
 padding:10px;
 border-right:1px solid #000;
 color:#fff;
}

#content {
 margin-left:200px;
 border-left:1px solid #000;
 padding:10px;
 line-height:2em;
}
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That looks good.
But what happens when we remove content from the contentdiv:

This is the same problem we mentioned earlier. The height of the maindiv only extends to the bottom of its content.

8.

This is where the clearer comes in. By putting the clearer div at the bottom of the maindiv, we force its height to extend: 

The result: 

Good! We're almost there. And it even works when the contentdiv grows: 

9.

Now we just need to style the footer a little to visually separate it from the rest of the page: 

The result: 

And we're done. Phew.

10.

Three-column

Let's see how we would add a third column with the right and left columns fixed and the center column fluid: 

First the HTML:

Code Sample: 

CssPageLayout/Demos/fluid-three-column.html 

.clearer {
 clear:both;
}

#footer {
 border-top:1px solid #000;
 background-color: #eee;
 padding:10px;
}

---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
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Things to notice:

We've added a sidebardiv. Notice the location: it comes before the contentdiv even though it will show up to the right of it.1.
We've added an innerdiv, which will use to get the background on the right-hand column.2.

Now the CSS:

Code Sample: 

CssPageLayout/Demos/fluid-three-column.css  

First, we need to do is to float the sidebar to the right: 

The result: 

 Notice how the content in the center flows under the side bar.

1.

To fix that we need to give the contentdiv a right margin equal to the de facto width of the sidebardiv (160px + 2*(10px)) = 180px: 

The result: 

2.

Finally, to get the background, we use the same trick with our new inner wrapper div we used earlier. The only difference is we need to set the background-position  to right so that it tiles along the right side of the browser: 3.

<div id="wrapper">
 <div id="header">
  <h1>Three-column fluid layout</h1>
 </div>
 <div id="main">
  <div id="inner">
   <div id="menu">
    <h2>Menu</h2>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
   </div>
   <div id="sidebar">
    <h2>Sidebar</h2>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
   </div>
   <div id="content">
    <h2>Content</h2>
    <p>This column is fluid. This column is fluid. 
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
</p>
   </div>
   <div class="clearer"></div>
  </div>
 </div>
 <div id="footer">footer</div>
</div>
</body>
</html>

---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----

#inner {
 background-image: url(Images/bgMainInner.gif);
 background-position:right;
 background-repeat:repeat-y;
}
#menu {
 width:180px;
 float: left;
 padding:10px;
 color:#fff;
}
#sidebar {
 width:160px;
 float: right;
 padding:10px;
 color:#ded;
}
#content {
 margin-left:200px;
 margin-right:200px;
 padding:10px;
 line-height:2em;
}

---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----

#sidebar {
 width:160px;
 float: right;
 padding:10px;
 color:#ded;
}

#content {
 margin-left:200px;
 margin-right:180px;
 padding:10px;
 line-height:2em;
}

#inner {
 background-image: url(Images/bgMainInner.gif);
 background-position:right;
 background-repeat:repeat-y;
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The result: 

}

Lesson 1, Activity 6: 
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Positioning the Headings

Duration: 15 to 25 minutes.

In this exercise, you will position the heading elements within the columns, so the page looks like this: 

Open CssPageLayout/Exercises/fluid-three-column.html in your browser. It should look familiar.1.
Open CssPageLayout/Exercises/fluid-three-column.css  in your editor. Modify the code so that the page looks like the screenshot above.2.
Although it's not required, you may find that it helps to modify the HTML file as well.3.
Save your changes and test your solution in the browser.4.

Challenge

See if you can change the page so that the design is centered takes up 85% of the width of the screen: 

You'll only need to change the CSS.

Solution: 

CssPageLayout/Solutions/fluid-three-column.html 

Solution: 

CssPageLayout/Solutions/fluid-three-column.css 

Challenge Solution: 

CssPageLayout/Solutions/fluid-three-column-challenge.css 

When you set margin to auto  it makes the left and right margins equal. You might have tried setting each margin to 7.5%. Theoretically, that should work, and it does in Firefox and Safari, but it's buggy in IE7. Use auto  instead.

Another rule we've added to this solution is:

---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
<div id="inner">
   <div id="menu" class="column">
    <h2>Menu</h2>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
   </div>
   <div id="sidebar" class="column">
    <h2>Sidebar</h2>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
    <p>This column is fixed.</p>
   </div>
   <div id="content" class="column">
    <h2>Content</h2>
    <p>This column is fluid. This column is fluid. This column is fluid. This column is fluid. This column is fluid. This column is fluid. This column is fluid. This column is fluid. This column is fluid. This column is fluid. This column is fluid. This column is fluid. This column is fluid.</p>
   </div>
   <div class="clearer"></div>
  </div>
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----

* {
 margin:0;
 padding:0;
 border:0;
}
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
.column h2 {
 position:relative;
 left:-10px;
 top:-10px;
 padding:3px;
 line-height:1em;
 border:2px solid #ccc;
 font-variant:small-caps;
 font-size:1em;
 letter-spacing:.5em;
}

#menu h2 {
 background-color: #fff;
 color:#1b1bdb; 
}

#sidebar h2 {
 background-color: #ded;
 color:#460d3b; 
}

#content h2 {
 background-color: #000;
 color:#fff; 
}
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----

* {
 margin:0;
 padding:0;
 border:0;
}
body {
 min-width:600px; 
}
#wrapper {
 border:1px solid #000;
 width:85%;
 margin:auto;
}
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----

body {
 min-width:600px; 
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This prevents the columns from wrapping when the browser window is made really small. IE6 doesn't support min-width , but it works for all other modern browsers.

}

Lesson 1, Activity 7: 
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Fixed Width Layouts

Changing our fluid layouts to fixed layouts is easy. In fact, the challenge to the last exercise gets us most of the way there. Instead of setting the width to a percentage value, we set it to a fixed-width value in pixels and we set margin to auto :

The screen shots below show the results: 

. The full code can be found in CssPageLayout/Demos/fixed-two-column.css and CssPageLayout/Demos/fixed-three-column.css.

A Recommendation on Positioning

When designing, we recommend the following general principles with regards to positioning choices:

Try to layout the page using static positioning, which is the default. In this case, you'll rely entirely on float and the box model (padding, margin, and border) to lay out your page.1.
If static positioning doesn't work (e.g, you need to have overlapping elements), try relative positioning first.2.
Finally, use absolute positioning in conjunction with the other forms of positioning and only when you need to have an element positioned in an exact location.3.

Other Methods of Layout

There are many other ways to create multi-column layouts, each with its own advantages and disadvantages. We feel that the method we've laid out here is a good choice; however, it does have its disadvantages:

Meaningful markup: One of the advantages of CSS is that it makes it possible to structure HTML in a logical way. Ideally, you shouldn't have to throw in extra tags for formatting purposes. The methodology we show here makes a small compromise on this in two ways: 
The wrapper divs used to create "rows" and to apply backgrounds to columns are there for formatting purposes only. There is no other reason to structurally combine the individual columns in the "row".1.
The "clearer" div contains no content at all. It's only there for formatting purposes.2.

Content order: In the three-column layout, we put both the menu and the sidebar before the main content. This is counter-intuitive as they don't show up on the page in that order. If a screenreader were to read the page, it wouldn't know to read the main content area before it read the sidebar. Likewise, search engines might
place more importance on words that show up earlier in the source code. We've had to push those words down the page to achieve the layout we want.

The good news is that the other methodologies use the same basic CSS properties you have learned to use here. So if you decide that you can't deal with either of the two compromises we've made above, you should be able to pick up the other methodologies relatively easily.

One that we recommend is know as the Holy Grail. This methodology uses less meaningless markup (i.e, markup for formatting purposes only) and it doesn't compromise on content order. However, it makes other compromises:

It requires CSS hacks to make it work in Internet Explorer 6 and 7. See http://www.gerd-riesselmann.net/development/the-holy-grail-css-layout-fix-for-ie7 for a cross-browser working example.1.
It doesn't allow for backgrounds that flow to the bottom of the "row".2.
It's more difficult to modify and maintain. For example, to add padding to one column, you need to adjust multiple declarations in the code. With the methodology we show here, you simply change the value of the appropriate padding property.3.

#wrapper {
 border:1px solid #000;
 width:950px;
 margin:auto;
}
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Laying out a Page - The power of float

Duration: 30 to 45 minutes.

Creating well-designed pages is more art than science. Somebody has to come up with the design. You don't have to be a designer to be a CSS master. You just have to be able to turn a designer's design into a web page. In this exercise, you will learn how much you know. Most of the CSS is done, but you'll have to review it and
compare it to the HTML to get an understanding of the different design elements. The design you're shooting for is shown below: 

Open CssPageLayout/Exercises/services.html in a browser. You'll see some work needs to be done.1.
Open CssPageLayout/Exercises/services.html in your editor. Study the HTML. You'll only need to make one change to this file.2.
Open CssPageLayout/Exercises/style.css in your editor. 

You'll notice a comment at the top with a bunch of float declarations. Your job is to figure out where to put these declarations. You will not need to add any new rules.1.
One trick to getting a feel for the different elements on the page is to add dotted red borders to the different rules. For example, to call out the heading, change the rule like this: 

The result: 

2.

3.

Solution: 

CssPageLayout/Solutions/services.html 

Solution: 

CssPageLayout/Solutions/style.css 

The design used in this exercise was provided courtesy of RamblingSoul.com.

#header {
 background-image:url(Images/header.png);
 background-repeat:no-repeat;
 height:207px;
 border:5px dotted red;
}

Exercise hint: you need to add a "clearer" div somewhere.

---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
<div id="content">
 <div id="homeleft">
  <h2>our <span class="highlight">services</span></h2>
  <ul id="productlist">
   <li><img class="productimage" src="Images/product1.gif" alt="Product">
    <h3>Services Name One</h3>
    <p>Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Cras tristique, felis ut vehicula laoreet, nunc dolor bibendum tortor, a faucibus eros tortor sed nunc. Aliquam eget arcu. Nam sem justo, vulputate eget, cursus id, volutpat ullamcorper, felis. <br>
     <img src="Images/bullet.png" alt="r" width="10" height="10"> <a href="#">Read More</a></p>
   </li>
   <li><img src="Images/product2.gif" alt="Product" width="101" height="97" class="productimage">
    <h3>Services Name One</h3>
    <p>Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Cras tristique, felis ut vehicula laoreet, nunc dolor bibendum tortor, a faucibus eros tortor sed nunc. Aliquam eget arcu. Nam sem justo, vulputate eget, cursus id, volutpat ullamcorper, felis. <br>
     <img src="Images/bullet.png" alt="r" width="10" height="10"> <a href="#">Read More</a></p>
   </li>
   <li><img src="Images/product3.gif" alt="Product" width="101" height="97" class="productimage">
    <h3>Services Name One</h3>
    <p>Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Cras tristique, felis ut vehicula laoreet, nunc dolor bibendum tortor, a faucibus eros tortor sed nunc. Aliquam eget arcu. Nam sem justo, vulputate eget, cursus id, volutpat ullamcorper, felis. <br>
     <img src="Images/bullet.png" alt="r" width="10" height="10"> <a href="#">Read More</a></p>
   </li>
  </ul>
 </div>
 <div id="homeright">
  <h2> some <span class="green">contents </span></h2>
  <div class="column1">
   <h3>Service Title</h3>
   <p> Aliquam congue, elit vitae feugiat pretium, elit diam hendrerit justo,  ac dapibus diam risus.</p>
   <p>Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Cras tristique, felis ut vehicula laoreet, nunc dolor bibendum tortor, a faucibus eros tortor sed nunc. Aliquam eget arcu. Nam sem justo, vulputate eget, cursus id, volutpat ullamcorper, felis. </p>
   <img src="Images/bullet.png" alt="Read More" width="10" height="10"> <a href="#">Read More </a> </div>
  <div class="column2">
   <h3>Service Title</h3>
   <p>Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Cras tristique, felis ut vehicula laoreet, nunc dolor bibendum tortor, a faucibus eros tortor sed nunc. Aliquam eget arcu. Nam sem justo, vulputate eget, cursus id, volutpat ullamcorper, felis. </p>
   <p>Curabitur auctor dictum augue. Quisque  id ante vel odio luctus mollis. Vivamus risus ligula Fusce eget ipsum</p>
   <img src="Images/bullet.png" alt="Read More" width="10" height="10"> <a href="#">Read More </a> </div>
  <div class="column3">
   <h3>Service Title</h3>
   <p>Praesent augue. Quisque mi quam,  lacinia quis, sagittis at, molestie vitae, tortor. Mauris.</p>
   <p>Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Cras tristique, felis ut vehicula laoreet, nunc dolor bibendum tortor, a faucibus eros tortor sed nunc. Aliquam eget arcu. Nam sem justo, vulputate eget, cursus id, volutpat ullamcorper, felis. </p>
   <img src="Images/bullet.png" alt="Read More" width="10" height="10"> <a href="#">Read More </a> </div>
 </div>
 <div class="clearer"></div>
</div>
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----

* {
 padding:0;
 margin:0;
}

---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
#wrap #header #logo {
 width: 260px;
 padding-top: 50px;
 padding-left: 50px;
 height: 150px;
 float: left;
}
#wrap #header #headercontent {
 width: 300px;
 float: right;
 padding-right: 55px;
 padding-top: 60px;
 height: 125px;
}
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
#submenu a {
 background-image: url(Images/submenudivider.png);
 background-repeat: no-repeat;
 background-position: left;
 display: block;
 float: left;
 height: 16px;
 padding-top: 2px;
 padding-right: 15px;
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 padding-left: 15px;
 color: #666;
 text-decoration: none;
}
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
#mainmenu a {
 display: block;
 height: 40px;
 padding-right: 25px;
 padding-left: 25px;
 float: left;
 text-decoration: none;
 padding-top: 15px;
 background-attachment: url(Images/menudivider.png);
 background-repeat: no-repeat;
 background-position: 0px 3px;
 color: #5B920A;
}
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
#homeleft {
 width:480px;
 float: left;
}
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
#homeright .column1 {
 width: 31%;
 float: left;
 padding-right: 5px;
}
#homeright .column3 {
 float: left;
 width: 32%;
 padding-left: 8px;
}
#homeright .column2 {
 float: left;
 width: 33%;
}
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
#submenu a:visited, #submenu a:active {
 background-image: url(Images/submenudivider.png);
 background-repeat: no-repeat;
 background-position:left;
 display: block;
 float: left;
 height: 16px;
 padding-top: 2px;
 padding-right: 15px;
 padding-left: 15px;
 color: #666666;
 text-decoration: none;
}
#submenu a:hover {
 background-image: url(Images/submenudivider.png);
 background-repeat: no-repeat;
 background-position:left;
 display: block;
 float: left;
 height: 16px;
 padding-top: 2px;
 padding-right: 15px;
 padding-left: 15px;
 color: #000000;
 text-decoration: none;
}
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
.productimage {
 float: left;
}
---- C O D E   O M I T T E D ----
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