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why the %^&# do w e need ano ther 
pattern language?

today we don’t have time to go into 
detail as to what patterns are

my focus is on why I am interested 
in pattern languages, specifically, to 
help develop a vocabulary for the 
constructs  we use as developers, 
designers, IAs, web professionals



Why do people de velop patt ern languages?

‣ Alexander: “describes the core of the solution to 
[a] problem ”

‣ van Welie: “I try to capture every bit of good design 
that I encounter”

‣ Design of Sites: “The patterns examine solutions to 
these problems”

‣ Jennifer Tidwell: “captures design wisdom gleaned 
from many diverse sources”



My int erest in patterns

‣ for all these, and typically, the emphasis is 
“Pattern  Language”

‣ for me, it is “Pattern Language ”



My int erest in patterns

‣here’s why



whatÕs this?



average W3C member home page

courtesy dean jac kson



what do w e call?



a chunk by any o ther name

‣ no one knows



a chunk by any o ther name

‣ how do I know this?

‣ I went looking



out googling google

‣ semantic search engine

‣ using the semantics found in developers use of 
class and id attributes

‣ searched ~1400 sites, “close to” zeldman.com and 
stopdesign.com



Ma ybe?

‣ osmosis, conscious or unconscious emulation, 
even morphic resonance

‣ a semantic “pidgin” might emerge



google is saf e for t he time being

‣ 4203 id values appeared once only on any site

‣ 4325 class values appeared once only

‣ 2 class values appeared in > 100 sites

‣ no id values appeared in > 100 sites



emergent semantics?

‣ unlike Tagging and folksonomies there is no 
e!ective emergent semantics  in web design and 
development - in the markup of pages and sites



salvaging fr om the wreckage

‣ Developers are using the class and id attributes 
to add “ad hoc” semantics

‣ what kinds of semantics are developers interested 
in?



emergent semantics - id values

‣ footer
‣ header
‣ content
‣ logo
‣ search
‣ main
‣ banner
‣ container
‣ Top
‣ sidebar
‣ nav

‣ left
‣ right
‣ menu
‣ Copyright
‣ page
‣ topmenu
‣ toptabs
‣ links
‣ breadcrumbs
‣ title
‣ navigation



emergent semantics - class values

‣ navigation
‣ title
‣ help
‣ footer
‣ content
‣ section
‣ menu
‣ text
‣ nav
‣ main
‣ header
‣ copyright

‣ hdr
‣ headline
‣ search
‣ links
‣ topmenu
‣ left
‣ right
‣ center
‣ logo
‣ bodytext
‣ leftnav
‣ topnav



navigation, nav, topnav, links, 
toptabs, topmenu

header , banner, top, title, logo, headline, 
hdr

left
leftnav 
sidebar

content , main, 
text, center, 

bodytext
right 

sidebarcontainer , pagecontainer, page, 

footer , copyright



Architecture
+

navigation



So?

‣ developers are using the class and id attributes 
of HTML to add pseudo semantics

‣ there is a fair degree of consensus about the kinds 
of things we are working with

‣ there is little real consensus about what these 
things are actually called

‣ echoed in more bespoke work by Andy Clark, 
François Briatte as well as Ian Hickson at 
code.google



are we a discipline?

Fundamental to any science or 
engineering discipline is a common 
vocabulary for expressing its 
concepts , and a language for 
relating them together

Brad Appleton



Wher e will t his vocabular y come from?

‣ XHTML2?

‣ HTML5?

‣ W3C?

‣ Someone else?



If I am no t for myself, who shall be f or me?

‣ the microformats project has shown that the 
cooperative standardization semantics for the web 
can work

‣ it has developed mechanisms for extending the 
semantics of HTML using the existing features of 
the language



If I am onl y for myself, what am l?

‣ Webpatterns is a project for naming things  - the 
structures and implicit semantics of current web 
practice

‣ it considers what developers do  - not what they 
should do, or maybe one day will do

‣ it takes a pattern language approach to identifying 
commonly used features of webpages, websites 
and webapps probably amenable 

to navigational, 
data, rhetorical 
and other kinds of 
stuff



Some features of pattern languages

‣ patterns are generative  - patterns often comprise 
smaller patterns, which in turn comprise still 
smaller patterns

‣ small patterns often work together to create more 
complex patterns.

‣ there should be some kind of systematic 
structure , or “grammar” to a pattern language. 

‣ In this way it is a language , and not simply a 
collection or library



Wher e are we at?

‣ initially about identifying classes of patterns , not 
patterns themselves

‣ as web sites and pages are hierarchically 
structured, it makes sense that one way of 
organizing the language is hierarchically

‣ In a sense, it’s like a OO class hierarchy, but rather 
than top to bottom inheritance, it’s based on 
bottom to top  association or aggregation show the diagram 

and read the 
comments



the language as hier archy - a Þrst stab
the relationships are 
associative - patterns 
lower down in the 
hierarchy cooperate to 
generate more   
complex patterns

simple

complex
site 

patterns

site 
navigation 
strategy 
patterns

web 
application 
patterns

web page 
patterns

page layout 
patterns

page identity 
patterns

page content 
patterns

(semantics)

hierarchy 
strategies 
patterns

main 
content 
patterns

subsidiary 
content 
patterns

subsidiary 
site content 

patterns

page 
housekeeping 

patterns

rhetoric 
patterns

page data 
patterns

form 
patterns

data table 
patterns

page 
navigation 
patterns

user 
experience 

patterns

user task 
patterns

user 
interaction 
patterns

microformats

content 
patterns



the language - patt erns related by role 

‣ patterns belonging to different classes may still 
play the same role. 

‣ Another way of visualizing the language is to 
group by role.



example roles

‣ container

‣ navigation

‣ visual identity / branding

‣ user interaction



SpeciÞc patterns

‣ focussing on page layout patterns

‣ important to distinguish between the what 
something is  and what something does

‣ in HTML these are roughly analogous to class /id 
and role (in XHTML 1.1/2)



3 columns
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why is this important?

here we have three columns. 
The left column is site 
navigation.
It is a page layout 
component but it 
“does” (plays the role of) 
navigation



3 columns
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in this case the left 
column is the plays the 
same roles as in the 
previous case, but the 
right column plays a 
different role 



3 columns

‣ both are three column pages with header and 
footer

‣ but the left and right columns play different roles

‣ One element or page construct can in fact be an 
instance more than one pattern at the same time

‣ the insight here is to distinguish “roles” from 
“types” - what something does  from what it is

‣ commonly the focus is on type alone
for example, left 
and right column, 
header, footer



navigation patt erns

site level navigation 

section 

tool 

site level navigation 
popular 

let’s finish with some examples

all have roles of navigation

others?

role=ÓnavigationÓ



page ar chitecture patterns

header

content

footer

secondary 
contentmain contenttertiary content main content

all have roles of 
“container”

role=ÓcontainerÓ



aggr egation of patt erns

logo

site level navigation

toolsheader

Òfrom little t hings, big t hings growÓ

hopefully see how this works with the 
structural nature of HTML/Web pages/
Web sites
how it can help identify the individual 
elements of a page and so ultimately help 
us name things, and identify what they 
do

This shows the potential of patterns to 
generate whole sites consisently and 
meaningfully



itÕs a long way to the shop

‣ there is a long long way to go

‣ you can

‣ help refine the overall language structure

‣ contribute examples of different kinds of pattern

‣ make naming suggestions for those patterns



the wisdom of t he crowd

‣ webpatterns.org/wiki/

‣ webpatterns.org/wordpress/

‣ webpatterns.org/discuss/



more reading

‣ the original research

‣ http://westciv.typepad.com/dog_or_higher/
2005/11/real_world_sema.html

‣ patterns

‣ http://westciv.typepad.com/dog_or_higher/
2005/11/webpatterns_and.html

‣ semantics

‣ http://microformatique.com/?page_id=109



john allsopp

thank you

john@westciv.com

http://webpatterns.org


