Howard County Website Style Guide
Introduction
This style guide is a living, breathing document and will be modified and updated as the need arises. We are learning about this content management system just as you are. If you have questions that aren’t answered by this guide, contact Beth Vessey in the Public Information Office at bvessey@howardcountymd.gov or 410-313-4022.
Writing for the web
· When organizing the information on a web page, use the inverted pyramid style. Place the most important information at the top of the page where it can be found easily. The rest of the information should then follow in order of importance to your users.
· Use bulleted lists, headings, and short paragraphs to help readers digest the information.
On the average web page, users read only 20 – 30% of the content on a page before they move on.
Users approach online content very differently than they do print material—they are on a hunt. They are actively searching for information rather than passively accepting the information as it is presented. They quickly scan the information to see if they have found what they are looking for. If they don't see it immediately, they move on.
Headings and subheadings
Good headings and subheadings help guide readers through your document. At a glance, they can see what type of information you are presenting and where to find the information they need. Since some users skim through a document by navigating its headings, it is important to use them appropriately to convey document structure.
· Make sure your headings and subheadings are short, concise, and give a clear idea of the content of the text that follows.
· Using the appropriate HTML heading order helps users get a sense of the hierarchy of information on the page. Order your headings and subheadings properly, and do not skip heading levels (for example, by going from a level  1 heading directly to a level 3 heading). The appropriate use of H1-H3 heading tags also allows users of assistive technologies to understand the hierarchy of information.
Use plain language
Writing in plain language means you are using the language of your audience.  You are writing for the public, not your peers.
To write in plain language: 
· use common terms and phrases
· include only one idea in each sentence
· keep paragraphs short and focused
· Avoid jargon and acronyms

Do not use the internal language of your organization and avoid jargon and overly technical terms. If you must use terms that are not familiar to your user, define them using common terms.
Use parallel structure
· Use the same verb tense.
· Use the same sentence structure.
· Use the same voice.
Headings, bulleted lists, hyperlinks, and even sentences can be read or scanned far more easily if they are written using parallel structure. 
Tables
· Ensure that all columns and/or rows have a heading. This allows screen readers to unambiguously convey the content of the tables.
· Use tables for financial, statistical, comparative, or numerical information only.
· Keep tables short, clear, and concise.
· Be sure that there is enough white space around each data element to be read easily.
Specific Howard County issues
· Use “Howard County” or “the County” when referring to Howard County government. It is best to use Howard County the first time you refer to it on a page or in a document. The next time you could say the County. 
· Use photos, not clip art.
· The Howard County logo used on this web site is for web use only.
Department, division, bureau, office homepage
[bookmark: _GoBack]The main goal of department, division, bureau and office home pages is to highlight the most recent information, photos, news that you have. We want to keep them timely, fresh and engaging.
· Mission statements, if used, should either appear towards the bottom of the page or if on a tab titled "Mission statement" it should be the final tab.
· The guidelines above also apply to photos of the director.
· Any image sliders should be farther down on the page, not at the very top.
· Accordion tabs, if used should be the type "tabs" (running horizontally) or "accordion" (running vertically), not "jShowOff".  Use tabs if you have3-5 topics with extensive content. Use accordion if you have more than 5 items each only a few sentences long.
Images
All images used on the website should be 
· cropped to a 16 x 9 ratio 
· 120 pixels wide x 68 pixels high
· 240 pixels wide x 135 pixels high
· 320 pixels side x 180 pixels high
· 400 pixels high x 225 pixels wide
· aligned top left, 15 pixel right padding, 10 pixel padding above and below
· no more than 400 pixels wide
Or
· If you have a really good image it can be used the full width of the 100% content box and no more than 282 pixels high.


Good images
· Show people in action
· Avoid people sitting around talking
· Are not pixelated or low resolution
Links
· Use helpful links, not “click here”.  Make your link text descriptive of what it is linking to (the link’s destination).
· Links should be underlined, nothing else should be underlined.
· By default links will appear as teal and be underlined. Do not change this.
Capitalization
Capitalize only the following:
· the first letter of the first word in a sentence or heading
· acronyms 
· proper nouns


If you have additional style guide suggestions to help everyone make this a better website please contact Beth Vessey, 410-313-4022 or bvessey@howardcountymd.gov

