MULTIMEDIA TRAINING KIT: 
WRITING FOR THE WEB HANDOUT

Developed by: Marion Walton, Multimedia Education Group, University of Cape Town

1MULTIMEDIA TRAINING KIT:  WRITING FOR THE WEB HANDOUT


1About this document


1Copyright information


1From page to screen


2Writing strategies


2Navigational rhetoric


3Strategies from print


4Inverted pyramids and writing for the web


4Writing microcontent


5Writing metadata


5Strategies to assist scanning readers


6Writing for information communities: new web genres - weblogs, and slashdots, or participatory news



About this document

These materials are part of the Multimedia Training Kit (MMTK). The MMTK provides an integrated set of multimedia training materials and resources to support community media, community multimedia centres, telecentres, and other initiatives using information and communications technologies (ICTs) to empower communities and support development work.

Copyright information

This unit is made available under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike License. To find out how you may use these materials please read the copyright statement included with this unit or see 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/1.0/legalcode 

From page to screen

The success of your website is down to the quality of the words you publish on it. Words are your fundamental asset and building block. Your metadata, classification and navigation are made up of words. Your content depends on words. The search engine indexes words, and people search using words. So, why do so many websites treat words with so little respect? (Gerry McGovern)

On the web, readers become users. Research has shown web users to be highly purposeful – they tend to search and navigate actively, with a particular goal in mind, and they are usually in a hurry. As Steve Krug puts it “web users and sharks have to keep moving, or they’ll die.” As they move about the web, readers treat most sites a bit like billboards on a highway. When they do stop to read something, they tend to skim the surface until they’re sure it’s relevant to them. However, when they find something that does really interest them, they delve into it deeply, printing it out, and following its links to gain a deeper understanding.  Studies show that people’s eyes tend to immediately focus on the centre of a web page – they are used to finding the content or “good stuff” there. If they don’t find what they’re looking for at the centre, their eyes scan left and then right into the margins of the page, which usually contain less substance – navigation, etc. 

People tend to dislike wordiness on the web. This is not surprising, since we know from research that reading from a screen is considerably more difficult than other types of reading – people read about 25% more slowly and less accurately from screens than from print. An important caveat here is that people dislike wordiness primarily when they do not perceive the content to be relevant to their needs. If they are interested in something, web users are prepared to  spend time on reading it, even under these conditions.

If people are hunting down information with a purpose, how do they go about finding it? Some researchers have suggested the concept of “information scent” to help us understand what happens. People get a hint from something on a site that this might lead to something of interest – these hints have been called “information scent”. Importantly for writers, it seems that people pick up "information scent" primarily from textual traces: little bits of text strewn around the web contain the important clues that web users are looking for - search engine results, URLs, titles, headings, link text, teasers, lead paragraphs etc. 

Most of the above research was conducted in the U.S., usually among relatively affluent and highly educated people living in technically knowledgeable cities such as San Francisco. In this context, it is important to remember that skimming and scanning reading behaviours are usually acquired by people who are habitually confronted by large amounts of written information. Web reading behaviour probably varies according to literacy, language, and schooling levels.

Writing strategies

All this research nonetheless suggests a set of writing strategies for the web. A range of information design conventions has evolved along with "rules of thumb" which take the unique qualities of the web into account (for example, see Jakob Nielsen, Jared Spool, and Steve Krug).

Navigational rhetoric

On the web, people are moving around in a non-linear and unpredictable fashion, rather than reading page by page. web sites need to provide people with orienting information or "navigational rhetoric" to help them make decisions about where to go on the web. We call this “hypertext rhetoric”, or “navigational rhetoric”. This is a style of writing and design that helps readers in the decisions they need to make when navigating the web. We talk of a style of writing that helps people when they click on a link (“departure”), when they land on a new web page (“arrival”), and when they need to get an overview of the information that is available on a particular site (“orientation”). In simple terms,  we need to provide the user with information about where they are going, where they are, and how their present position fits into the bigger scheme of things on the site.

Departure information  
At the point of departure, we require clear and informative wording of links, link titles, and teasers/kickers. This information is particularly important given the web's characteristically long waits for pages to download. Clear departure information helps people decide whether or not clicking on a particular link will be worth their while.
Informative text links (which can be up to seven words in length) are important for helping people at the point of departure. Link popups (titles) are not in wide use, but are particularly helpful in assisting people to decide whether they want to click on a particular link or not. Navigation schemes also provide people with departure information, and should aim to be as informative as possible, rather than too enigmatic. Navigational schemes should use labelling conventions which are commonly accepted on the web, rather than expecting users to learn a whole new set of  labels (e.g. Home, About Us, Site Map, Search). Additionally, user comprehension of navigational schemes can be tested by getting users to generate terms themselves, and the site structure can be tested by asking users to sort a set of cards marked with the labels for the various sections of the site (card-sorting).  
Arrival information
Page titling and headings are most important for arrival information. Once people have clicked on a link and the page has downloaded, they need to know where they are, and what they can expect to find there. If a page does not provide this essential “arrival information”, they will not be sure that they have indeed made the correct decision.

Orientation information 
Given the disorientation that people often feel when using the web and other forms of hypertext, it is helpful to provide devices to represent site hierarchy, and ways of showing "you are here". 

Persistent and secondary navigation is important, in that it fulfils an overview function, orienting us in relation to the other sections available on the site. Navigation is often arranged in a “fish-eye view” (which provides more detail about the section of the site which you are currently visiting), as in the navigation bar from the MWeb portal, reproduced below: [image: image1.png]Find A Product | Stores | Categories | Specials | Best Sellers | Gifts | Auctions | Lwant |
Savings Club | Store Map | Open 4 Store | Contact Us

M, My Mail v My Tools + _Find It v Topics





[image: image2.png]Horme > Entertainment » Music » Genres » Jazz >



Another common orienting device is the use of “breadcrumbs” (which map the descent of a section within a hierarchical directory or tree, as below).

Strategies from print 

Good web sites should fully utilise the writing strategies developed over the past few centuries for print.

Several techniques have been adapted from print to heighten information scent on the web. These include lead paragraphs, the inverted pyramid style, taglines attached to site logos, and short "teasers" or “kickers” which add descriptive information to links.

All these techniques involve using succinct summaries of information to provide users with an overview of available information, so that they have enough information at their disposal to identify and click-through to the items they need. Pull-quotes and captions assist scanning readers to get a more detailed and livelier gist of lengthier pieces of text without requiring them to read entire documents.

Inverted pyramids and writing for the web

Academic writing is conventionally written using a pyramid structure which forces the reader to work through a lengthy argument before reaching a conclusion. This structure of writing can be envisaged using the diagram on the left, or a pyramid structure.
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Fig 1: The traditional structure of an academic article 
Fig 2: The traditional structure of a journalistic article
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The structure of a journalistic article is rather different, presenting all the most important information in the first or lead paragraph. This structure is specifically designed for skimming readers, and can be visualised using the diagram on the right, often referred to as an "Inverted Pyramid".

Given the way we read on the web, web design has come to rely heavily on the journalistic  inverted pyramid, with the addition of hyperlinks, as illustrated below.
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Fig 3: The evolving structure of a web article
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The major difference between journalistic style and web style is that traditionally witty journalistic titles and "teasing" kickers are particularly unsuccessful on the web, where a heavily informative style is more likely to assist web users to make the decisions required when navigating.

Writing microcontent 

The key difference between writing for print and writing for web sites is the way certain snippets of text or "microcontent" are dispersed throughout the web through databases, search engines, remote links and navigational hierarchies. This "microcontent" needs to be written robustly so that the snippets can communicate clearly even when read out of the context of the site as a whole. Microcontent is extremely powerful in relation to the user experience. Microcontent items should be written with an eye to representing information remotely, and include headings, and, in particular, titles.

Owing to the structural nature of HTML, page titles take on a life of their own. They are usually read out of context, representing the page in diverse places, such as history lists, search engine results, and user bookmarks or “favorites”. URLs are often more visible than their unwitting authors ever intended them to be. Text links - and any navigational text - have a similar dispersed role in that they "stand in for" information elsewhere - navigational links are often labelling systems in their own right, and need to communicate succinctly what is available in the other parts of a site. Text links need to communicate in one context what can be found on a linked page - a very different context, and possibly on a different site entirely. This makes navigational text and other links difficult to write, and important links often need to be supported by short kickers, lead-in paragraphs or, less frequently, popup link titles.

Writing metadata

Metadata, or META tags in HTML are not as visible as microcontent, but are nonetheless important, since they are visible to users in search result lists for some search engines. Importantly, however. search engines use certain metadata in order to rank a page in a list of search results. The description META tag is more important than the keywords META tag, as many search engines ignore the keywords tag.These META tags are placed in the HEAD section of an HTML document, as illustrated below.

<head>

<title> Welcome to APC! Bienvenid@ a APC </title>

<meta name="description" content="APC - Global Internet Community for Environment, Human Rights, Development and Peace/ Comunidad global de Internet para el medio ambiente, los derechos humanos, el desarrollo y la paz">

<meta name="keywords" content="ICT, ICTs, Information and Communications Technology, NGOs, NGO, non-governmental organizations, Internet, APC, Association for Progressive Communications, Asociación para el Progreso de las Comunicaciones, Comunidad global de Internet para el medio ambiente, los derechos humanos, el desarrollo y la paz, Global Internet Community for Environment, Human Rights, Development and Peace">

</head>
Write titles and META description tags together – they are read together in search results, as in the results from Google below. 

La Asociación para el Progreso de las Comunicaciones - The ... - [ Translate this page ]
<< Entrada del sitio Web de APC. The Association for Progressive Communications
Internet and ICTs for Social Justice and Development. Enter the APC Web site >>. 
Description: Global Internet community for Environment, Human Rights, Development & Peace.... 
www.apc.org/ - 4k - Cached - Similar pages
Strategies to assist scanning readers 

Good information scent requires scannable content. We create scannable content by "chunking" information to develop an information structure. Most information on the web benefits from presentation in the form of concise, usually non-linear "chunks", organised into a structure which is easily comprehensible to the target group of users. Longer textual units, whether sites or long documents within sites, also often utilise a linked version of the inverted pyramid to provide a coherent but easily scannable "map" of the available information. Selecting words for text links also plays a key role in scanning, as these links have higher visual salience than surrounding text.  

Writing for information communities: new web genres - weblogs, and slashdots, or participatory news

Some innovative and fascinating ways of using new media entirely redefine the traditional roles of the writer and the audience. For example, weblogs (similar to an online journal) allow authors to collect and bounce ideas for stories off their audience, as the ideas unfold. This genre can allow the audience to become co-authors, and influence the eventual unfolding of the story. Perhaps the most successful example of the merging of weblog and community newsgroups are participatory news sites such as slashdot, which are similar in philosophy to the peer to peer networking applications which are the web's runaway successes (e.g. Napster worked in this way to allow for sharing pirated music files).

In the case of participatory news sites such as slashdot, the discussion and the linked contributions of the audience are equally as important as the original article. We can represent the structure of a slashdot story in the following way:

Fig 3: Community sites such as Slashdot incorporate extensive discussion and further linking to a web article
The core root of "to read" is to “discern the meaning of something”. That’s what information workers do. Most web readers are highly educated, task-oriented and time-starved. They come to your web site with the objective of finding stuff that will make them more knowledgeable; that will allow them to act. How you meet that objective is how they will judge you. (Gerry McGovern)
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