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Ë The Web Standards Project 
(www.webstandards.org) has 

battled with browser and web design 
software developers in an attempt to 
encourage them to support W3C 
(World Wide Web Consortium) 
standards. As a result, it’s now 
possible to author to web standards 
straight out the box using software 
such as Dreamweaver and create sites 
that are still compatible with current 
web browsers. The next hurdle is to 
convince web designers to use the 
standards. But many continue to use 
tables for layout, considering CSS too 
“techie” and unintuitive.

However, once the basics of CSS 
are understood, the advantages 
become clear. The modular nature of 
CSS layouts enables concepts to be 
reused; presentational aspects 
(padding, margins, backgrounds) are 
defi ned in an external fi le. You can 
amend an entire site’s design by 
uploading one fi le; and CSS 
encourages a semantic, logical 
structure, making layouts much 
more accessible than their tables-
based equivalents.

The CSS Float and Clear 
properties are important for CSS-
based layouts. The Float property 
enables you to set the fl oat direction 
of any web element, so that content 
can wrap around it. Instead of 
nesting tables to create a pull quote, 
you can fl oat the relevant element, 
controlling margins and other 
presentational aspects via CSS.
This will be the subject of our four-
step mini-tutorial.

Float and stack
Float consecutive elements in the 
same direction and they “stack”, 
enabling you to create columns in 
CSS by fl oating a number of DIV 
elements. Subsequent content still 
wraps around these elements, but by 
using Clear it’s possible to shift 
content downwards until it lies 
below the bottom edge of the fl oated 
content. Our six-step mini-tutorial 
explains this process in detail. 
Alongside the four-step mini-
tutorial, this will help you create a 
layout that can be adapted for 
countless websites.

Layouts are largely based on 
styled DIV elements. DIVs are 

added via the Insert bar’s Insert DIV 
Tag button (found in the Layout 
section), in the subsequent dialog 
box where a unique ID is assigned, 
and the insertion point specifi ed 
(before, after or within an existing 
tag, or at the cursor point). Styles are 
created via Style>ManageStyles in 
Properties, EditStyleSheet>New and 
then the New CSS Style dialog. 
Property values are defi ned in the 
CSS Style Defi nition dialog.

This tutorial assumes prior 
knowledge of Dreamweaver. Before 
you start, create a new site with a 
default XHTML document and 
attach a blank CSS fi le to it using the 
Import option (see CSS declaration).

CSS-BASED LAYOUTS
DREAMWEAVER MX 2004

This month, Craig Grannell unravels the mysteries behind two vital CSS properties, Float and 
Clear, so that you can create future-proof, modern and compliant layouts in Dreamweaver MX 2004
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In moments 
of clarity, 
when not 
dreaming of 
superstardom 

with his eclectic audio 
project, Craig Grannell 
designs websites, writes 
features for design 
magazines and authors 
the occasional book. For 
more info, visit www.snub.
communications.com.

THE PROBLEM

Many web designers avoid 
moving from tables to
CSS for web page layout, 
mainly because they don’t 
understand how important 
CSS properties work. Here, 
we’ll focus on two key 
attributes: Float and Clear. 

1. The navigation and content DIVs 
(seen here in red and purple) are 
both fl oated left, so that they sit 
next to each other, thereby creating 
columns in CSS.

2. The footer (shown in cyan) is set 
to clear all fl oated content. This 
means that, no matter what the 
height of either of the fl oated 
columns (or content within), the 
footer will always sit underneath.

3. The boxout (shown in yellow) sits 
within the content DIV and is fl oated 
right so that any other content 
wraps around it. Margins are 
controlled by CSS.

4. By using contextual selectors, 
you can defi ne styles for elements 
within specifi c page areas. We’ve 
set borders within the boxout to 
have a three-pixel border, but this 
style won’t affect the other images.
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1First, you need to defi ne the page structure. 
Add a DIV with an ID of “wrapper”. Nest four 

more DIVs within it with the IDs “masthead”, 
“navigation”, “content” and “footer” (in that 
order). It should look like the screenshot here
– if not, you may need to rearrange the DIVs 
(which can easily be done in Code view).

2 Now to style the wrapper. Click New in
the Style dialog to access the New CSS 

Style dialog. Select Advanced and your CSS
fi le for Defi ne In. In the Selector fi eld, type 
“#wrapper” (minus the quotes). In Background, 
set the background colour to blue and, in Box, 
set the Width to 600 pixels.

4 Time to set your fl oats. The DIVs currently 
appear one on top the other, but you need 

the content DIV to sit to the right of the 
navigation DIV, like two columns. This is where 
the fl oat function comes in handy. Use the 
Advanced selector “#navigation, #content” 
(without quotes) and, in Box, set Float to Left.

5  Ready to clear your fl oated elements? 
From the coloured backgrounds above, 

you’ll see that the footer content wraps around 
the last fl oated DIV (content). However, the 
footer needs to appear underneath all fl oated 
content. Do this by editing the #footer rule, and 
setting Clear (in the Box category) to Both.

CREATE A WEB PAGE LAYOUT
First off, you need to prepare the way. Follow these tips to craft your fi rst CSS-friendly web page – and don’t be put
off by some of the arcane language. Once you get to grips with the process, it soon becomes second nature. Trust us!

3 Style the remaining DIVs in the same 
manner, remembering the hash (“#”)

sign before each ID (as before), and assign a 
unique background colour to each. Set the 
Width of #masthead and #footer to 600 pixels, 
#navigation to 150 pixels, and #content to 450 
pixels. You’re now prepped for Step 4.

6  If you want to add padding to an area, the 
space this takes up must be removed from 

the set width (see “Box model” margin note, 
left). For instance, if you edit #content and add 
20 pixels of padding, you’ll need to subtract 40 
pixels from the width, leaving 410 pixels. See, 
those maths classes proved useful, after all!

BOX MODEL
In the CSS box model, 
each element has a 
containing box, whose 
dimensions you can 
defi ne. To this, you
can add padding (to
the edges of which 
backgrounds stretch), 
borders and margins. 
Internet Explorer 5.x for 
Windows gets the box 
model wrong, placing 
padding and borders 
inside the defi ned box 
dimensions rather than 
adding them to it. 
Therefore, when 
creating CSS layouts, 
you may need to
use Tantek Çelik’s
box model hack
(www.tantek.com/
CSS/Examples/
boxmodelhack.html).

FOUNDATION DREAMWEAVER MX 2004
by Craig Grannell, David Powers and George 
McLachlan
PRICE: £22 
PUBLISHER: Friends of ED 
ISDN: 1-59059-308-1
If you want to learn more about using 
Dreamweaver MX 2004 to create cutting-
edge CSS-based layouts, check out 

Foundation Dreamweaver MX 2004, which 
provides a practical guide to Dreamweaver’s 
key features, starting with basic layout tasks, 
working through the creation of a static 
website based on templates, and ending with 
a fully dynamic database-driven site.

The fi rst half concentrates on creating a 
site with a CSS-based layout using 
Dreamweaver MX 2004’s Design view, CSS 

tools and templates. 
A “bridging” chapter 
then explains how to 
work directly with code, 
before leading you 
through the process
of turning your static 
site into something more dynamic, complete 
with content management system.

READ THIS...
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1 First, you need to create suitable elements for your web page. For this tutorial, you’ll create a 
fl oated box into which you can place an image. Position the cursor in front of the element you 

want the fl oated element to fl oat to the right of, then add a DIV with an ID of “boxout”, as shown.

3 In Box, set Width to 100 pixels, Float to 
Right, padding to 15 pixels, and Margin

Left to 20 pixels (uncheck Same For All to set 
individual margin properties). Click OK until all 
dialogs are closed and then replace the default 
box out DIV content with an image.

2 Now to create a new style. As in the fi rst tutorial, choose Advanced in the New CSS Style 
dialog. Enter “#boxout” for the style name and hit OK to access the CSS Style Defi nition dialog. 

Set a unique background colour using the Background category.

4 In the New CSS Style dialog, create a
new style and call it “#boxout img”. The 

property values defi ned for this style will only 
affect images within the boxout DIV. In Border, 
set the values to Solid, 3 pixels and #333333 to 
defi ne a thick, solid border around images 
within the boxout, but not elsewhere.  

EXPERT ADVICE

1 Before creating CSS layouts, carefully 
plan your page structure. Break your 

design down to its simplest elements, 
name each area, then add them as DIVs 
with unique IDs, which can then be styled.

2 When creating a page, check the “Make 
document XHTML compliant” box 

(bottom-right of the dialog) to ensure your 
page uses the current mark-up standard.

3 When attaching style sheets, select 
Import from the Add As options. This 

attaches CSS fi les in a way that hides them 
from obsolete browsers that have trouble 
with CSS. Anyone using such browsers will 
still be able to access the content.

4 In the tutorials shown here, we used 
coloured backgrounds to differentiate 

each styled DIV. This can be useful when 
creating your own site, but can easily be 
removed once the layout is completed.

5 Although much improved over previous 
versions, Dreamweaver’s Design view 

is a good guide, but not necessarily an 
accurate portrayal of your work. Always 
test pages in a range of browsers.

6 Don’t immediately remove the default 
content Dreamweaver adds for new 

DIVs. It will help you visualise your page 
structure and place new elements. Only 
delete it once you’ve nailed your page down.

7 Use semantic mark-up. In other words, 
use relevant tags – headings rather 

than styled paragraphs for headings, and 
XHTML lists rather than line breaks for list 
items. As well as maintaining a coherent 
document structure, semantic mark-up 
makes it easier to style elements in CSS.

8 The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) 
offers a number of validation services 

on its website at www.w3.org. Use them to 
validate your templates and CSS fi les and 
weed out errors or compatibility issues.

9 Make an effort to understand how 
XHTML and CSS work, and you’ll be 

able to work faster, creating rules directly. 
You’ll also be better equipped to fi x errors.

10 Learn how to use XHTML and CSS 
comments to isolate areas of code, 

or to temporarily hide objects. This will help 
you locate problems and squash any bugs.

TOP TEN TIPSINLINE FLOATED ELEMENTS
Once Float directions are assigned to elements in your web page, content 
automatically wraps around them, making updates easier to manage

CSS SELECTORS
The selector is the
part of a CSS rule
that determines which 
element of a web page 
a style should be 
applied to. There are 
various types of 
selectors: element or 
tag selectors apply a 
style to an XHTML 
element, whereas 
contextual selectors 
apply styles based on 
context (such as “td p” 
for paragraphs within 
table cells). Class and 
ID selectors, which
in the CSS fi le are 
preceded by a full
stop and hash sign 
respectively, enable
you to apply styles
to elements with a 
specifi c class attribute 
value or a unique ID.

CSS DECLARATION
The second part of
a CSS rule is the 
declaration. This is 
enclosed in curly 
brackets and comprises 
one or more property/
value pairs, separated 
by semi-colons (color: 
black; width: 50px;). 
Various rules exist for 
the properties used. 
The www.w3schools.
com site has a 
straightforward 
reference guide that’s 
best used when you’re 
coding directly, and 
Dreamweaver’s
Help panel has a
CSS1 guidebook.
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