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Websites are everywhere. Of course, every huge corporation
has at least one, and it seemslike al teenagers do too. The rea-
son for this popularity is clear—they’re a smple, low cost,
effective way of getting out news and linking peopl e together.

Many law-related education projects have set up websites and
found them a useful outreach tool. In 2002, for example, the
Social Science Education Consortium published a report on
the use of the Internet by state law-related education (LRE)
centers! using data that had been collected from 1998-2002.
The findings showed that most, but not all, state centers had
established an online presence.

The researchers found that most of those sites could be
improved upon in oneway or another. Since al of the sites dif-
fered in terms of size, content, navigation, etc., improvement
could mean anything from adding more teacher-friendly con-
tent to gaining more exposure/publicity for the site to explor-
ing the site's usage statistics.

The purpose of this bulletin is to help you make the most of
your online efforts. Whether your site is aready online or in
the early stages of development, these tips will help you make
sure your site is as effective as it can be.

Best Practices for Website Design

Ease of navigation. One of the biggest mistakes you can
make is designing a site that's hard to use. Ideally, you want
your siteto be intuitive—easy to move around and easy to fig-
ure out. If you create different main sections of your site,
be sure they're all accessible from every page. That way,
users can jump to each section no matter where they are. This
doesn't mean that every single page (such as those housed
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within the main sections) should be accessible from every sin-
gle other page, just that the main content areas (and your orga
nization's home page) should be one click away no matter
where the user is on your site. And speaking of one-click-
away, don't torment your users by asking them to click on
page after page after page after page in order for them to find
information. In other words, keep the drill-down to a mini-
mum.

Readability is key. In an effort to make your site easy on the
eyes, avoid the following:

e Underlining—On the Web, words and phrases that
appear underlined usualy signify that there's a link; if
you're employing underlining just for emphasis, you
might trick your users into thinking they should click on
words that aren’t links. If you need to emphasize some-
thing, you're better off using boldface.

» Overusing boldface—While using boldface for empha
sis is a good technique, make sure you don’t overdo it.
It's easy to think that everything on your site isimportant
information, but you're not doing your readers any favors
by bolding everything. When everything’'s coming up
bolded, it not only lessens your credibility, but also
makes it harder for your readers to discern the main
points they need to come away with. Carefully select
which words and phrases deserve to stand out and keep
bolding to a minimum.

» Overusing different font colorsand italics—Sure, pink
and purple and green are pretty colors, but if you start
using different colors for al of your text, you're making
your site harder to read, less aesthetically pleasing, and
less credible. If you must use an accent color on your
site, use it sparingly. If you're using italics for quoted
material or titles (of books, cases, etc.), that's fine, but
just remember to close the tags (if you're hand-coding



your site, for instance) or turn off the italics (if you're
using a WYSIWYG [What You See Is What You Get]
editor) so that everything else on the page doesn’t appear
italicized. Many font errors—such as entire pages in
bold, italics, or in a specific color—occur simply because
the closing tags were forgotten.

Less is more. While it's true that some people don't mind
scrolling down a long page, it's still a good idea to break up
your content in order to avoid “information overload.” This
doesn’'t mean that you should create one page per paragraph,
only that you should avoid having a multitude of content
crammed onto one page. It's fine to spread an article over a
few pages, but if you do this, also consider offering a user-
friendly alternative: the entire article available as a .PDF.
Having whole documents ready for downloading and printing
out makes your content much more accessible, valuable, and
user-friendly.

Compelling, current content. If your site uses dates
(“Coming summer 2002" or “Posted April 1995"), remove
them. Content can appear outdated (even if it isn't) and users
may think you don’t update your site regularly. While there are
some exceptions (for example, if there's an upcoming confer-
ence or meeting, or you keep a “What's New” or
“Announcements’ page on your site), generaly it's a good
practice to leave off posting dates. If you use “Coming Soon”
pages, try to update them in a timely fashion. And keep
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“Coming Soon” pages to a minimum as well. A site that fea
tures too many of these pages may come across as undevel-
oped and not worth a user's time, especialy if every section
that’s clicked on just says “Coming Soon.”

Contact information. It sounds like a no-brainer to include
contact information, but you'd be surprised how hard it is to
find this information on some sites. You can decide for your-
self whether to provide contact information for your whole
staff, but at the very least provide contact information for one
person. Be sureto list afull range of ways for users to contact
your organization; e-mail, of course, but don't forget the older
technology—Iist your snail mail address, and your phone and
fax numbers. Keep this information up-to-date, and make sure
e-mail addresses are coded so that people can click on them.

Search mechanism. Adding a search function can make your
site more user-friendly. Sometimes people know exactly what
they're looking for but aren't sure where it's housed within
your site. By alowing visitors to conduct searches using key-
words, you're not only increasing your site's usefulness,
you're also opening it up to people who might otherwise get
frustrated and leave. Search functions are particularly useful
on large sites.

Offer alistserve. Listserves are e-mail lists that can be used to
distribute information or to engage users with common inter-
ests into interacting with one another. You could set up an
announcement list that people can opt into (i.e., join voluntari-
ly) to learn about new programs, training opportunities, etc. In
addition, you could set up alist that gets teachers/resource per-
sons interacting with one another. (See “ Surveys’ on page 4)

Offer free downloads. If your organization provides pam-
phlets/brochures to the public, consider making them into
.PDFs that your audience can download, print out, and repro-
duce. Offering .PDFs can reduce costs both to your organiza-
tion (no postage fees!) and the public. If you do make .PDFs
available on your site, consider the size (in kilobytes/
megabytes) of the document: The larger a document is, the
longer it will take to download, especially if your site visitors
have slow connections to the Internet. Keeping this in mind,
you should make sure that your .PDFs are optimized for fast
web delivery.

Error-proofing. Before your site goeslive, test it using avari-
ety of different browsers (e.g., Internet Explorer, Netscape
Navigator, Opera) and browser versions; not everyone will
have the latest and greatest technology available, and you want
to make sure your site reaches as many people as it can. This
doesn’'t mean you should code your site to be compatible with
the first browser ever used, but it does mean you should strive
for some level of backwards compatibility. In other words, if
browser version 11.0 has just been released, make sure your
site can also be viewed by browser versions9 and 10. Thisrule
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is most applicable to sites using Java Scripts, applets,
DHTML, CSS, etc. And if you're building a site using Flash,
be sure to offer a non-Flash version as well; you don’'t want to
force your audience to download any applications in order for
them to use your site.

But it's not just browser compatibility you need to worry
about—make sure al of your internal links work, too (we'll
get to the external links later). If this sounds like an after-
thought, it shouldn’t be; a simple typo can mean the difference
between a site that works well and a site riddled with errors.
So click on them all, tedious as it may be. And whenever you
add new content, or change the structure of your site, be sure
to test the links then, too.

Dead links. Your site might link to only afew other websites,
or it might link to alot of them. You might link only to anoth-
er organization’s homepage (main URL, Uniform Resource
Locator, also known as a site's web address), or you might
have deeper links to specific content within their site.
Whatever the case is, you should occasionally test all of your
external linksto make surethey still work, especially if you do
a lot of deep linking. This is because sites often undergo
change, and change can result in a new domain name or an
entirely redesigned website. When a site undergoes redesign,
its content links may change, and the page you're linking to
might be gone. This doesn’t necessarily mean that the content
isgone, just that it's housed in a different directory or that its
page extension (.htm, .html, .cfm, etc.) has changed. While
some siteswill automatically forward you to the page in ques-
tion, sometimes you'rejust left to figure out where the pageis.
And since you don’t want your audience trolling sites looking
for content, it's best for you to find it first and update your
links.

Keeping your links current and correct isimportant—if you've
ever goneto asite and clicked on link after link only to end up
with error messages, you know how frustrating it can be. Not
only do you not get the information you need, but you also end
up losing faith in the site that provided the links in the first
place. You can maintain your sit€'s credibility by providing a
site with links that work. If you're unable to test al of your
links by hand, there are automated link checkers provided for
free on the Web, and your HTML editor may also come
equipped with one.

If You Build It, They Will Come

So you've launched your site and now everyone will be rush-
ing to your pages to see what's there, right? Wrong. Just
because you've designed a nice website with tons of helpful
content doesn’t guarantee you a plethora of visitors. People
need to know your site exists before they can visit it, so you
need to do afew things to get the word out.
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No Website? No Worries.

If you don’'t have a website yet, here are some ways to
get started.

 Think about what you want on your website. Take
timeto develop ideas for content sections. Ask for
input from your staff, or if you're just going it
alone, come up with afew ideas and ask for input
from colleagues. Also be sure to visit websites of
similar organizations in your field just to see
what’s out there.

* When thinking about design and graphics,
remember that content isking. Focusless on bells
and whistles (animation, Flash movies) and more
on how user-friendly your design is.

 If you're part of a larger organization, find out
how you can become part of its website, what
stepsyou'’ll need to take, who you' Il need to work
with, whether or not you can have your own
domain name, etc.

« If you don't have any idea how to build awebsite,
but you have some funding at your disposal, con-
sider hiring a vendor to work with you. You can
find vendors in a variety of ways: 1) visit sites
you find graphically appealing and well orga-
nized. If the site developer is not readily apparent
(i.e, it doesn't say anywhere on the site who
designed it), e-mail the webmaster or other con-
tact on the site and ask; 2) do a search for web
designersin your area and set up interviews with
them; 3) word of mouth. Ask colleagues and other
associates who they’ve used for website design.

* If you end up using a vendor, make sure they
understand what your organization does and work
with them to come up with a solution that best fits
your needs. While vendors may be expertsin their
field, you're the expert in yours; don’t be pushed
into accepting a web design that doesn’'t commu-
nicate your material well.

Traditional means. Write a press release for inclusion in
appropriate newdletters and journals, or send out a flyer to
people you already have in your database. Be sure to include
the proper URL so your readers will know exactly where to
find your site. Word of mouth also helps; anytime you're a a
meeting or giving a presentation, be sure to plug your site and
hand out any literature that includes the URL. And don't for-
get to include it on your business cards, too.



Electronic means. Chances are your database includes resource
persons, teachers, volunteer judges and lawyers...and their e-
mail addresses. Send out an e-mail announcing your website
(again include the URL, which will most likely show up in the
e-mail as a handy link your recipients can click on).

Beyond sending out e-mails, consider contacting other organi-
zations to see if they’ll include your site as alink. Ideally, the
organizations will be ones you're aready working with, and
once they know about your site, they’ll most likely be happy
to provide the link. If your site links to their site, mention it,
and that you'd appreciate a reciprocal link. (For more about
the importance of linking, see “ Search Engines’ below.)

Search Engines. Getting included in search engines can be
tricky. Beyond submitting your site (and then possibly waiting
a few weeks for it to be approved/included in the engine's
database), much of what you can do to optimize your site for
search engines should actually be done before you go live.
Because most search engines use “robots’ or “spiders’ to visit
sitesto determine what the site is about, how important the site
is, etc., you need to make sure the spider can actually see
what’s on your site. More specifically, the ssmpler your coding
is, the easier it is for the spider to discern what's on your site.
What looks good to a spider? Well, a spider is mostly con-
cerned with basic HTML and text. So if your siteis comprised
mostly of graphics and Flash movies, odds are the spider will
ignore your site.

Here are some other ways to increase your odds of being
included in search engines. You might need to check with your
webmaster to see if your site already employs these methods,
or to discuss a plan of action to incorporate any/all of them.

1. Create meaningful titles for each of your pages to be used
in the <title> </title> tags that appear in your page's cod-
ing. Figure out what the content of each page is and then
use that for the title. For instance, if a page is about back-
ground information on the United States court system, you
might title it “Background on U.S. Courts.” Keep in mind
that each page should have its own distinct title; in other
words, avoid using your organization’s name as the title for
each page.

2. Use META tags. META tags contain information about
your page that might be used by spiders or web browsers.
Among the different types of META tags are ones for “key-
words’ and “description.” Although the “keywords’ tag
seems to be on the decline (many search engine spiders are
no longer looking to this tag to discover information about
asite/page), the “description” tag is still agood one to use.
In this area, you can provide a brief description of your
page or site that might be used in search engine results. Of
course, not every search engine will use the information in
this tag, and some may only use an abridged version, but

it's gtill a good method for providing a general overview
about your page's content.

3. Another thing many search engines look to is your site's
popularity. A site's popularity is determined in part by how
many other sites link to it. Generally, the more sites that
link to you, the higher your popularity is, and the better
your chances of showing up in search engines are.
Remember that the World Wide Web is just that—a web of
sites that are linked to each other. To find out what your
site’s popularity is, visit www.linkpopularity.com or
www.linkpopul aritycheck.com.

They Came, They Saw, But When and How?
The best way to get a handle on who's coming to your site—
how they’re getting there, what they’re looking at, etc.—is to
look at your site’'s usage statistics. Check with your webmas-
ter to see where your statistics are coming from. You can find
them from your Internet Service Provider’s logs, from soft-
ware running on your server, or from a free tracking service
offered on the Web, such as: www.extreme-dm.com and
www.nedstat.com/usa. Depending on the type of reports
you're getting, you may be ableto find out any or al of thefol-
lowing:

» Types of browsers and operating systems used by your
visitors

« When your visitors are coming to your site (which times
of day, which days, which months)

» How long your visitors are staying on your site (Ilength of
visits)

« Which pages of your site are getting the most traffic

» Navigation path your visitors are following

* Number of individual visitors

« Where your visitors were before hitting your site (refer-
ring URL)

» Which search engines your visitors are coming from

* What keywords visitors use to find your site

* What part of the world your visitors are coming from

What can you do with this information? Plenty. By figuring
out which pages are getting the most views, you can determine
the type of content your visitors want. If you have pages that
aren’t getting many views, ask yourself the following:

* Isthisinformation something my visitors would consid-
er useful? If it is, perhapsit’s just buried on your site and
your users can't find it. If that's the case, consider link-
ing to it from a page that gets alot of traffic.
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« Isthisinformation outdated? If the page is about an event
that happened years ago and is no longer of interest, you
could either repurpose the content (if need be) or just get
rid of it.

Of course, there are other questions to ask as well, and anoth-
er way to find out what your users want and need is to ask
them directly.

Surveys. By using an online survey, you can get feedback
from your visitors that will help you tailor your site to their
needs. Online surveys don’t need to be long and unwieldy, just
be sure to cover a few major areas and include a place for
comments/suggestions. You could ask visitors what part of
your site is most useful, least useful, what's not provided that
would be helpful, how often they visit your site, etc. You could
aso ask them to identify themselves by profession (eg.,
teacher, lawyer) and how long they’ve been involved in LRE.
Ask about ease of navigation and visual appeal of your site.

A survey might also help you find out if features you're con-
sidering adding will be useful or a waste of time and money.
For instance, if you're thinking of encouraging interaction
among your visitors (e.g., by providing chatrooms or message
boards) first ask them if that’s something they’d find helpful.
If most of your visitors say that they wouldn't use such fea-
tures because they have neither the time nor inclination, then
there’s not much sense in developing them. For more infor-
mation about surveys, visit www.surveymonkey.com.

Keep on Truckin’. Once you've built your site and learned
about its usage, your job's not done. Maintaining a website is
an ongoing process as you continue to expand your site and its
outreach. Keep looking at the statistics, adding content and
links, and remember that your website is one of the best ways
to educate and inform your visitors about the field of LRE.

Resour ces
The following websites offer information on everything from
search engine indexing to best practices in website develop-
ment. While some sites may be intended for professional web
designers, al contain information of interest to anyone who
has a website.

www.digital-web.com— Digital Web Magazine
www.searchenginewatch.com—Search Engine Watch
www.useit.com—Useit.com (Jakob Nielsen's website)
www.webreference.com—WebReference.com
www.w3c.org—World Wide Web Consortium

www.webmasterworld.com
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Common Abbreviations/Glossary
CSS—Cascading Style Sheets. Coding that definesthe
style or presentation (e.g., font attributes, margins,
etc.) of asite’s content, usually kept as a separate file
that is referred to across the site.

DHTML—Dynamic HTML. Combination of HTML
and scripting language to produce static pages that feel
dynamic/interactive via the use of rollovers, forms,
etc.

Flash—Technology which uses vector graphics to
enhance websites in a variety of different ways,
including delivering content via animation and
movies. Developed by Macromedia.

HTML—HyperText Markup Language. Main lan-
guage used for Web publishing.

.PDF—Portable Document Format. Electronic file that
preserves the look (images, fonts, layout etc.) of its
source document.

Spider—Program used by search engines to visit,
record and index information from websites for inclu-
sion in the search engine’s database. Also called robot.

Tags—Coding used to define attributes for different
aspects of a webpage; the building blocks of a web-
page. Tags are used for everything from creating the
HTML page itsdlf to the title page to specific fonts,
font size, font color, links, etc. A META tag is just
another type of tag.

URL—Uniform Resource Locator. Address or loca-
tion of files on the Web.




Endnotes

1 Sate Law-Related Education Centers' Use of the Internet to
Enhance Their Programs was sponsored by Youth for
Justice, a national program of the U.S. Department of
Justice’'s Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention. The data included: 1) a survey of the state cen-
ter directors (e.g., whether or not their centers had websites
(and if not, why not), how often the sites are updated, who
maintains the sites and how much time is spent on mainte-
nance, number of monthly visitors, usage data, goals of
sites, etc.) and 2) reviews of the websites using specific cri-
teria, such as whether or not the site appears in searches
done through major search engines, ease of navigability;
visual appeal; mgjor content areas provided, etc.
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