Build a site, master HTML? It's easy, with help from the Web

I must admit that I am somewhat of a WYSIWYG snob. From the moment I learned my first HTML tag, I decided to take the purist's route and create my code, by hand, in a text document. No HTML editing software for me! That was, in my mind, only for people who didn't really understand HTML. I found something very fulfilling in getting down and dirty with my code, even when I'd inadvertently forget to close a table tag or confuse myself with erroneous JavaScript. 

I was also equally adamant that I wouldn't shell out money for a book like HTML for Dummies, but would instead use the Web itself as my tutor. And while I've since lightened up on both counts (I have to admit to not one, not two, but three HTML-related tomes on my bookshelf, and I have used HomeSite on occasion), it was the Web and the instruction (and examples) I found there that helped me build my first site, and then several more. 

I believe that even if you go the easy route and use a Web editor like FrontPage, it still pays to understand the underlying architecture that's used to build sites--and I recommend the Web as the place to start. If you're just beginning to learn HTML, I don't see any reason to invest in a reference book when you can find the same information online, for free. And if you're a seasoned Web-building pro, you can track down a wealth of great tips, tricks, and advanced information. Here are some of the sites I've found to be useful. 

A trio of Norwegians under the company name Refsnes Data, operates the site W3Schools.com, which provides free online instruction for everything from basic HTML to server scripting--with plenty in between, including XML, Soap, JavaScript, SQL, and more. Their mission (and I quote): "To develop well-organized and easy-to-understand online Web tutorials based on W3C (World Wide Web Consortium) Web standards." In my mind, they've done it. The instruction can get a bit basic at times (for example, the first lesson in HTML school tells you that the World Wide Web (WWW) is most often called the Web), but if you're truly a newbie, it can't hurt to start at the very beginning. Things get more specialized as you go on; one of the most useful features is a reference for HTML 4.01, which includes a summary of tags and points out which ones are deprecated (that is, no longer supported for future browser versions). 

Joe Burns, an assistant professor of communications at Southeastern Louisiana University, assembled HTML Goodies, a must-bookmark site that includes primers on HTML and ad banners, HTML tutorials, Webmaster tips, information on CGI scripting, and much more. His basics page is a great place for beginners to start, and while the tutorials are pretty straightforward (and leavened with a good dash of humor), they do get into some pretty intricate things like building discussion boards. Everything's free, and it's a fun site to click through just to check out the different tutorials. You'll even learn, if you're thorough, that Joe's favorite food is southern pork BBQ and vinegar slaw. 

If you're already on friendly terms with HTML and some of the related bells and whistles, your next step should be WebDeveloper.com. The site is geared toward Webmasters and designers, and is chock-full of articles, tips, and how-to's. The Do it! page poses a plethora of questions (and answers them, in plain English and with plenty of example code), from "How do I create image maps?" to "How do I analyze log files?" And don't miss the HTML and advanced HTML sections for more about your Web building-block basics. 

If you’ve pretty much mastered basic HTML and want to go further, try The Web Developer's Virtual Library. If you're new to the site, start with the site tour, which both illustrates and provides links to different sections. Topics covered include JavaScript, HTML, Web design, and graphics; there's also a fantastic illustrated encyclopedia of Web technology that includes links to outside resources. I also really liked this article about building Web sites, written from the perspective of the Web-creation professional. And if you’re looking for an easy way to bring JavaScript into your site, go to ZDNet Developer.  Steal one of the many rigorously tested scripts from the ScriptLibrary. Ready to venture into Cascading Style Sheets? Learn the latest or get started with a CSS primer. This site, like the two above, assumes you have at least a nodding acquaintance with HTML, but can help extend your site-building capabilities tremendously with its articles, tutorials, downloads, and scripts. 
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