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There are a lot of things that can be talked about where page layout and Web design are concerned, but there one specific things i've been noticing now for a while that's starting to bug me the most -- unintentional horizontal scrollbars!

This ugly phenom is caused by a simple misunderstanding on the part of the page designer, about the usable amount of space available to them by way of a given screen resolution. It's an easy problem to fix, but more importantly, it's even easier to avoid. 

So that, and a few other things having to do with designing for a specific screen resolution, are what we're going to cover in this column. Plus we'll see how using some simple Javascript can help us to deliver specific content to a user with a specific monitor resolution. 

Please note that the following information will be based on standard known user averages across the board -- average user, with an average browser, on an average system with an average setup. If you'd like to explore this subject further, checkout the first url given, at the end of this column.

Know Your Limitations 

If you're new to Web design, then you might have a legitimate reason for making this mistake. But i've seen this particular mistake made on the sites of some corporate giants, who no doubt have very experienced (and well paid) Web designers working for them. And that's never a good thing to see.

What's the mistake i'm talking about? It's not knowing ahead of time exactly how much space is usable in a browser window, given a specific monitor resolution. And what's one thing that can happen when we lack this kind of knowledge? We can end up spending days or weeks coming up with the world's greatest Web site design, only to have it be spoiled by bad (incorrect) html layout specifications -- i.e. table, CSS or image width attributes. 

The Problem

To resolve this particular design issue, here's the specific low-down on what needs to be learned by Web designers -- young or old, beginners to advanced. If you don't already know this, then you need to both learn it, and use it; as well as test for it during the design process. This information will be based on the current standards for "the average user" at this point in time. 

· Currently, the most used screen resolution by Web surfers is 800x600. But when targeting this screen width, that does not mean you can make your page content span 800 pixels in width. Not by a long shot.

· With this monitor setting, a user who has their IE browser fully expanded on their screen will have approximately 765 pixels of usable screen width to work with, within the browser window; before a bottom scrollbar appears. 

· For those using NN, they'll have approximately 785 pixels of page width to work with; before a bottom scrollbar appears. This is of course assuming that the contents of a page runs down below the visible bottom edge of the browser window. 

· For those using Opera, they'll have approximately 770 pixels of page width to work with; before a bottom scrollbar appears. This is of course assuming that the contents of a page runs down below the visible bottom edge of the browser window. 

Ya... i know... that's a lot of crap to work with huh... so who said being a Web designer was going to be easy?! Not me! 

If you'd like to checkout how an oversized page looks in your browser, and using the screen resolution you use, click these example links: 

Example of a bad page
Example of a good page

PLEASE NOTE:
Due to the Opera browser interface wanting to control all its child windows (by default), those users may get odd results when opening these sample windows. But don't worry, it's nothing bad, just a misplaced window.
Points of interest...

#1) We must also keep in mind here that these numbers may get larger or smaller depending on what version of browser we're using. The above numbers are only the closest average, and not the extremes.

#2) Another fact to consider is that not all users have their system's scrollbar width set to it's default width. This design element is editable within most OSes; i myself have my Windows scrollbar setting altered to a narrower width. Other folks may have theirs set wider. It's what i like to call a "floating variable". And one that i think warrants addition consideration.

#3) On top of the above info, add to the fact that Mac users have even less available page width to work with -- about 5 pixels less -- and now we have a real number to work with; 760px. 

And as for other types of limited formats, like WebTV and special 'accessibility' issues... that's a whole other topic right there -- and somewhat beyond the general scope of this column; for the time being anyway. 

The Solution 

Yes, that's right... if you've done the math, you'll notice that the standard maximum width of a Web page, designed to target an 800x600 screen resolution, should end up being only 760 pixels wide -- and that's a safe 760 pixels. And the tables containing the page content should be made to center in the browser window; so that the content is centered on a monitor using a larger resolution such as 1024x768.
Of the browsers i tested in (IE5+/6, NN4+, Opera 6) all showed that by using 760 pixels for your main table width, a horizontal scrollbar at the bottom of the browser window was not created. Keep in mind too that using cellspacing & cellpadding within your tables can alter whether table content reaches the extreme inner edges of the browser window or not. 

A small exception to the above...
If using or designing to the IE browser, you have the option of controlling whether the scrollbars even render or not. Other browsers do not recognize this elemental control, and just ignore it. Usually, if used at all, it's applied to a page that you know for sure will not need a vertical scrollbar; because it's contents does not exceed the standard usable screen area height of 450 pixels (based on an 800x600 screen res). 

But as well, by default and without manually controlling the browser's scrollbars, IE will not hide (give back) the scrollbar space within the browser window, even when the height of the page content does not warrant a scrollbar to be rendered. It stills renders a nonfunctional scrollbar graphic element within the page. NN and Opera however, do remove the scrollbar by default, when not needed. But they do not however give back the space normally reserved for the graphic. And this is why it may be deemed necessary to use this elemental control attribute in IE, within your pages. All you need do is add this to your BODY tag: 

scroll="auto" 

In IE, that will produce a scrollbar when needed, and not when it isn't needed. All other browsers will just ignore this code. Setting that to "no" will force IE to never render a scrollbar on that page; even if your page content runs down below the visible screen area! And setting the attribute to "yes" will force the browser to always render a scrollbar; whether it's needed or not. 


Alternative Solutions
#1) If this limiting of pixel widths for your page content doesn't appeal to you, then there is a viable alternative -- set your main table width to be 100%. That way, you'll be guaranteed your design fills the entire browser window, no matter what monitor resolution, or OS a visitor is using. 

#2) If you really need/want some specific control over how your page's content is rendered in the user's browser, Javascript can be of some help in achieving that control. But of course, only to a certain degree, and not without a few issues to consider.

By using the standard document.write('') function, it's easy to perform a wide variety of visual and practical functions on a page. One of these is getting the user's browser to write your entire page content based on the user's specific monitor resolution. So for instance, if they used a monitor resolution of 800x600, you could have their browser create a table layout using 100% for the width; essentially filling the browser window completely with the page design. But for those users having a 1024 or higher screen resolution, you would only want them to see the page content centered down the middle of the browser window. So, you could force the page content to be written using only an 80% table width setting.

Here's what the exact code looks like, that will produce 3 distinct content layouts, based on the user's monitor resolution: 640x480 800x600 1024x768
(you can actually copy & paste the following code if you like) 
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<CENTER>

<SCRIPT LANGUAGE="JavaScript1.2">

<!--//

// PLACE CODE BETWEEN THE <BODY></BODY> TAGS, NOT W



var lowRes=640

var midRes=800

var hiRes=1024



if (screen.width==lowRes)

<!--// 640 CODE GOES HERE //-->

document.write('640x480 page layout html code goes here...');



else if (screen.width==midRes)

<!--// 800 CODE GOES HERE //-->

document.write('800x600 page layout html code goes here...');



else if (screen.width==hiRes)

<!--// 1024 CODE GOES HERE //-->

document.write('<TABLE CELLSPACING=0 CELLPADDING=0 B

//-->

</SCRIPT>

</CENTER>




Now if you look closely at the code for the 1024 resolution (bottom chunk), you'll see some odd looking things happening within the script. Specifically, you need to make sure of 2 particular things in order to not have the script misfire on you: 

1) There must never be ANY hard returns within your page code (no hitting the Enter key), once put within the scripting brackets. All lines of code must be continuous. You can use as many spaces (by hitting the Spacebar) as you like, to separate the different blocks of html code you may be using. But let your typing/coding program wrap the lines for you -- that's the safest method.

2) 2) All single-quotes ' must be delimited (neutralized) by putting a backslash in front of them. This can be a daunting task if you have a ton of code making up your entire page contents. However, there are ways to make this task very simple.

3) Open you html code into a normal text editor. Then do a "Search & Replace" on all single-quotes, replacing them with ' instead.

And if you use a special type of text editor, such as "Super NoteTab Lite", you can easily make all of the lines of code run in a continuous string. Then, just copy and paste that one huge chunk of continuous code into the scripting brackets of the document.write('') function.
You'll be glad to know that in this particular scripting situation, double-quotes are ok to use as you normally would, within the html code you're inserting.

NOTE: Just so you also know, you can use the standard ASP/SSI/PHP file insert code within the scripting brackets -- document.write('<!--#include file="myWebPage.txt"-->'). So instead of putting in the actual html code for your page and having the inline script write it in realtime, you'd source it out via one of the aforementioned methods, to a normal text file containing your html code (only the code for the body of your page though, remember). That can make editing your actual html page code much easier, especially if you use CSS, and also if your site is to be very dynamic in it's content. 

FootNotes:

» If you'd like to learn more about the current html standards & proposed designer/developer guidelines, checkout the folks who take care of this stuff: www.w3c.org
» And if you'd like to learn more about the type of script we just went over, including all the cool things that can be done with it -- like swapping BG images based on a user's screen res, then checkout this site, it has some very useful info on this: Using the 'document.write' Javascript function. Once you understand how this function operates, you'll begin to see a world of possible uses for it. Go experiment!

» This page also contains a cool little scripting tool called "DocWriter". It will convert any normal html code you paste into it, into the proper form needed for the 'document.write' function to use it. (which is exactly just what i just described above) 

» And a few other good resources are:

WebMonkey (actually... they need to read this article ;)),

WebDeveloper,

W3Schools.com. 

I hope this information has been useful to at least some of you -- especially the newer designers in the crowd. ;)

Til next time... 
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