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Development Environments and Content Management Systems  
for the HTML/CSS Beginner 

 
 The demand for fully-featured graphical interfaces for designing, composing, and 
maintaining websites has led to the development of sophisticated tools for both 
consumer and commercial level applications. These tools continuously advance and 
often offer the intermediate to advanced user functionality that simplifies the workflow 
associated with these tasks. In this module, we discuss two different types of tools 
developed to simplify and streamline the creation and maintenance of websites:  
Development Environments and Content Management Systems. These tools have 
two different roles to play in the site creation-and-maintenance workflow -- and each 
Development Environment or Content Management System has its own learning curve 
and set of associated skills, so the purpose of this module is simply to introduce you to 
these software tools, the work that are do for webmasters and coders, and the problems 
they can present to the beginning HTML and CSS student.  As a general rule, learning 
to use them efficiently is best undertaken after a basic-level mastery of HTML and CSS 
coding has been achieved, as the interfaces for these tools can sometimes obscure the 
relationships between coded parts of your website. 
 

Development Environments 
 

 Today, the most widely used Development Environment is Adobe’s 
Dreamweaver, although some users continue to use Microsoft Frontpage or its 
successor software packages Microsoft Expression Web and Microsoft Sharepoint 
Designer, and recently some users have moved to the Mozilla-based SeaMonkey 
Composer.  

Development Environments designed specifically for creating fully-featured 
websites have become an important tool for both home coders and in the workplace, 
largely because they can automate some of the repetitive drudgery associated with 
developing complex designs.  Consequently, learning to use one or more of these 
software packages is often in the interests of contemporary professionals.   

Even so, these feature-rich packages can be somewhat bewildering for the new 
user. Perhaps more importantly, they can encourage dependence on the software to 
resolve problems and hide complexity.  This ultimately works against learning the core 
technologies of HTML and CSS, and can as a result lead to less efficient workflow when 
problems inevitably arise on beginner projects. 

 
 



 
Saylor URL: www.saylor.org/PRDV251#1.4.4 

 
The Saylor Foundation Saylor.org 
 Page 2 of 5 

What are the differences between Development Environments and Word 
Processors? 

 
Development environments need to be distinguished from conventional word 

processors like Microsoft Word and OpenOffice Writer.  Word processors can generate 
HTML code using the “Save As” feature, but generally these software packages are of 
little use to developers of websites due to technical limitations in the way that they “mark 
up” code.  The code produced by conventional word processors usually mixes 
presentational and semantic markup, makes extensive use of tags that should generally 
be avoided, and often can be described as spaghetti code -- which is to say, code that 
is tangled, complex, and difficult to read, maintain, or modify by humans.  Word 
Processors often also encourage the use of fonts or formatting characteristics that may 
not be available on all computers used to display a finished website. 
 

What are the difference between Development Environments and HTML editors? 
 
Development environments should also be distinguished from HTML editors like 

Bluefish or Notepad++. HTML editors extend the functionality of traditional text editors 
like Notepad or TextEdit and would be the most appropriate tool for learning HTML and 
CSS.   HTML editors typically do not offer the full feature sets associated with the most 
popular Development Environments. For the purposes of learning to code HTML and 
CSS, a free HTML editor like Bluefish or Notepad++ would be the most appropriate tool 
because they are free and open source software that offer functions that help beginning 
users learn to code.  For instance, these editors color-code tags, attributes, properties, 
and content -- and often auto-close tags, preventing one of the most common and 
frustrating errors common to web coding.   
 Development environments usually package feature-rich HTML code editors with 
a What You See Is What You Get (WYSIWYG) or What You See is What You Mean 
(WYSIWYM) interface for designing webpages. This interface hides the code from the 
software users and generally should be fairly intuitive to people who frequently use word 
processors, desktop publishing software, or design software. If you already own or have 
access to Dreamweaver or another fully-featured Development Environment, you may 
want to get working with this software right away.  If so, while learning the basics of 
HTML and CSS, it will be best to use the “Code Editor” or “Code View” and avoid using 
the “Design View” or WYSIWYG editor until you have achieved mastery.   
  Similarly, both free HTML Editors like Bluefish and fully-featured Development 
Environments like Dreamweaver offer features that automate some common coding 
tasks.  As tempting as using this features is, it is best to master HTML and CSS before 
you become dependent on them, as otherwise you will have a difficult time 
troubleshooting code that does not work as expected. 
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Content Management Systems 
 
For much of the history of the web, maintaining websites has been a real 

problem.  From time to time, parts of a page need to be changed, whether it is because 
they need to be fine-tuned for new audiences, link rot has caused some links on the 
page to fail, or because information needs to be updated or corrected.  While 
maintaining and updating the code for a simple website is fairly easy for the individual 
webmaster, when websites are updated by many participants within an organization or 
when websites have many parts that are difficult to keep track of, organizations often 
choose to implement a Web Content Management System to automate the processes 
of web maintenance and to guard against “broken” sites or features.  Different Content 
Management Systems have been developed for particular applications, but three of 
most common general purpose Web-oriented CMSs are Joomla!, Wordpress, and 
Drupal. In educational setting, Course Management Systems like Blackboard and 
Sakai are often used, while in enterprise or corporate settings, proprietary Document 
Management Systems may be combined with other software for end-to-end 
maintenance of collections of internal and external websites. 

For the purposes of learning HTML and CSS, it is strongly advised that you 
experiment using HTML editors and only move towards using the Code View on your 
CMS once you feel that you have mastered the use of HTML and CSS to generate 
user-friendly and easy-to-read code.   

 

Why do CMS users need to understand how to create and modify semantic 
markup in HTML? 
 

CMS systems enable organizations to create, publish, and revise information on 
their websites and usually require of most users only minimal knowledge of the HTML 
and CSS code that is ultimately created and delivered to users. To do this, they usually 
offer a WYSIWYG or WYSIWYM editor view as part of the “front end” for maintaining 
the site. These views often resemble stripped-down versions of a word processor and 
will be familiar to users of common blog services like Blogger, Blogspot, LiveJournal, or 
Wordpress.   

Even so, for the user charged with updating and creating content using these 
interfaces, a basic knowledge of HTML and CSS can be invaluable. Generally speaking, 
these WYSIWYG editor views include a button or toggle for looking directly at the 
underlying HTML code. Often times creating or tweaking complex content requires 
modifying code generated by the WYSIWYG editor in the HTML view. Some complex 
designs may be easier to achieve without using the WYSIWYG editor at all.  
Additionally, users are often tempted to create content in a word processor, then to 
copy-and-paste into the WYSIWYG view; however, for the reasons discussed in the 
section on development environments, this is often not a very good idea and can lead to 
sites that look one way in the editor, but display differently. One common way of 
resolving this kind of problem entails deleting extraneous or incorrect markup from the 
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underlying HTML  For these reasons, it is recommended that end users of CMSs learn 
the basics of HTML code. 

 

Why do CMS users need to know how to modify and create presentational 
markup in CSS?  
 

One common problem with these CMSs is that they tend to make extensive use 
of in-line style information to format text or otherwise encourage the mixing of 
presentational and semantic markup. This can lead to code that is difficult to read and 
maintain, but is in some ways an inevitable outcome of making the user interface more 
friendly to those who have not yet learned HTML.  Even so, most CMSs offer the ability 
to edit and apply CSS templates to sites to modify their appearance, so learning to 
modify external CSS is an essential skill for anyone with administrator access to a CMS. 
For users without administrator access, mastery of in-line styles can be very useful, 
though it is worth noting that many CMSs prohibit the use of some kinds of in-line style 
information.   

 
 
Why do CMS users sometimes need to learn antiquated or depreciated HTML 
coding techniques? 

 
 CMSs often restrict the use of certain tags or styles that are essential to creating 
content organized to contemporary standards.  Often, this requires work-arounds that 
draw on older versions of HTML.   

One simple example involves presentational markup.  Presentational markup is 
markup that tells the browser how to display a website.  In contemporary coding 
practice, we separate this information into a CSS file and put the semantic information -- 
that is the “content” -- of the site in an HTML file.  However, early versions of HTML 
included presentation and semantic information in the same file. If your CMS restricts 
the kinds of changes you can make to the CSS or prohibits in-line styles, you may need 
use depreciated presentational HTML elements.   

For now, this module simply seeks to introduce you to the idea that some 
depreciated techniques for webcoding persist because of the limitations of CMSs.  So, 
don’t worry if you don’t know what to do with the following examples of such tags and 
attributes. As you will learn, you should avoid mixing presentational and semantic 
content when possible, so these tags are provided as reference for beginners who use 
CMSs with limitations that demand their use. You should be aware that some of the 
following presentational markup is forbidden in CMS systems that are fully HTML5 
compliant. 

○<b></b> for bold 
○<i></i> for italics 
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○<u></u> for underline 
○<font></font> to specify a font 
○<center></center> center an element within another element 
○<hr /> for a horizontal line or horizontal rule 

 
There are also many HTML attributes that are left over from a time when HTML 

was used for both presentational and semantic purposes.  Again, these should be 
avoided generally, but may be necessary “hacks” when using some CMS systems.  
Some of these attributes do not work with CMS systems that are HTML5 compliant. 

○bgcolor specifies a background color for an element 
○background specifies a background image 
○align specifies the alignment of an element 
○width and height specify these characteristics for images and other elements 
○border, cellpadding, and cellspacing specify design and layout 

characteristics for tables 
 
  A somewhat more complex example involves an HTML tag that is crucial to 
contemporary coding, but which is sometimes prohibited in CMS environments to keep 
user-generated code within posts from interfering with the code that controls the site 
design and layout: the <div> tag.   

While you don’t need to know how to use the <div> tag at this point, it is 
important to know that in HTML4-based sites, each part or section of the site is usually 
in a separate <div> and is displayed correctly according to styles applied to that <div> 
from an external CSS style sheet. Without the <div> tag this kind of organization 
becomes exceedingly difficult.  

But the <div> tag was not always used to organize sites in this way.  Back in the 
1990s, tables were often used to organize the content on a site -- rather than just to 
display tabular data.  This is possible because each cell of a table can contain different 
content, including elements like paragraphs, headings, images, or links.  On some 
CMSs, using tables to organize content in a post is the only way to impose meaningful 
design, so using this depreciated technique is common.   
 


