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Introduction

Let me start off this book by letting you in on a little secret. If you talk to or 
read things written by people who make websites for a living, it’s all “HTML 
this” and “CSS that.” They go on and on about “tags” and “properties” and 

“collapsing margins” and blah blah blah. It can be more than a little intimidating, 
so you can easily come away with the idea that crafting a web page is really hard. 
You may end up believing that creating stuff for the web is a for-geeks-with- 
CS-graduate-degrees-only business.

Okay, it’s time for that secret I just promised you. Ready? Come closer. Closer. Okay:

*whispers* Learning how to build web pages is not hard.

Sure, it sounds hard; and if you’ve ever taken a peek at some web page code, it cer-
tainly looks hard; and, I’ll admit, building a huge and insanely complex site like 
Amazon or Instagram really is hard. But creating a personal website? Not hard. 
Fabricating a site to showcase a hobby? Not hard. Crafting some pages for a local 
charity, team, or small business? You got it: Not hard!

Still don’t believe me? That’s okay, I get it: HTML, CSS, and JavaScript — the 
technologies that enable anyone to assemble web pages  — have a reputation 
problem. After all, so the thinking goes, people have used HTML, CSS, and Java
Script to sculpt some truly sensational sites, so of course such sophistication must 
come with a near-vertical learning curve. Duh.

For years now I’ve talked to many smart people who believed all that and who 
therefore wouldn’t even dream of building a web page from scratch. How many 
awesome websites never got built because their would-be builders thought HTML, 
CSS, and JavaScript were well beyond their capabilities? Why is no one talking 
about how accessible these technologies really are?

After asking myself these questions over and over, I finally decided to do  
something about it. I decided to write this book, the aim of which is to prove to 
everyone — yes, even skeptical you — that the technologies behind the web are 
approachable, straightforward, and readily learnable.
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About This Book
Welcome, then, to HTML, CSS, and JavaScript All-in-One For Dummies. This book 
gives you a complete education on the technologies that enable anyone to craft 
professional-looking web pages. You learn how to set up the tools you need, how 
to use HTML and CSS to design and build your site, and how to use JavaScript to 
program your pages. My goal is to show you that these technologies aren’t hard 
to learn, and that even the greenest rookie web designer can learn how to put 
together pages that will amaze their family and friends (and themselves).

If you’re looking for lots of programming history, computer science theory, and 
long-winded explanations of concepts, I’m sorry, but you won’t find it here. My 
philosophy throughout this book comes from Linus Torvalds, the creator of the 
Linux operating system: “Talk is cheap. Show me the code.” I explain what needs 
to be explained and then I move on without further ado (or, most of the time, 
without any ado at all) to examples and scripts that do more to illuminate a con-
cept that any verbose explanations I could muster (and believe me, I can muster 
verbosity with the best of them).

Getting started with the book
How you approach this book depends on your current level of web coding exper-
tise (or lack thereof):

»» If you’re just starting out, begin at the beginning with Book 1 and work at your 
own pace sequentially through to Books 2 and 3. This will give you all the 
knowledge you need to pick and choose what you want to learn throughout 
the rest of the book.

»» If you know HTML and CSS, you can probably get away with taking a fast look 
at Books 2 and 3, and then settle in with Book 4 and beyond.

»» If you’ve done some JavaScript coding already, I suggest working quickly through 
the material in Book 4, and then exploring the rest of the minibooks as you see fit.

My “No AI” guarantee
As I began updating this edition of the book, the world was awash in posts and talk 
and endless speculation about artificial intelligence, to the point where it seemed 
we’d soon be welcoming our new AI overlords. That’s not likely to happen any-
time soon, but AI is here to stay and has already established itself as a significant 
part of many people’s workday routines.
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I’ve been as enamored of ChatGPT and its ilk as the biggest AI boosters. I use  
AI for entertainment and curiosity, but I don’t use it for work. That is to say that 
not one word of the text, code, or examples used in this book has been generated 
by AI. Everything you read here is, for good or ill, the product of my warped- 
from-birth brain.

Foolish Assumptions
This book is not a primer on the internet or on using the World Wide Web. This is a 
book on building web pages, pure and simple. This means I assume the following:

»» You know how to operate a basic text editor, and how to get around the 
operating system and file system on your computer.

»» You have an internet connection.

»» You know how to use your web browser.

Yep, that’s it.

I should mention here that this book is all about coding what web nerds call the 
front end, which means the stuff you see in your web browser. The web also has 
a back end, which refers to what happens on the web server. I don’t get into any 
back-end coding in this book. If you’re interested in that part of the web, may  
I not-so-humbly suggest my book Web Coding and Development All-in-One For 
Dummies (Wiley).

Icons Used in This Book
This icon points out juicy tidbits that are likely to be repeatedly useful to you — so 
please don’t forget them.

Think of these icons as the fodder of advice columns. They offer (hopefully) wise 
advice or a bit more information about a topic under discussion.
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Look out! In this book, you see this icon when I’m trying to help you avoid mis-
takes that can cost you time, money, or embarrassment.

When you see this icon, you’ve come across material that isn’t critical to under-
stand but will satisfy the curious. Think “inquiring minds want to know” when 
you see this icon.

Beyond the Book
Some extra content for this book is available on the web. Go online to find the 
following:

»» The examples used in the book: You can find these in either of the follow-
ing places:

•	 My website: https://paulmcfedries.com/htmlcssjsfd

•	 GitHub: https://github.com/paulmcfe/html-css-js-fd

The examples are organized by book and then by chapter within each mini-
book. For each example, you can view the code, copy it to your computer’s 
clipboard, and run the code in the browser.

»» The Web Dev Workbench: To try your own HTML, CSS, and JavaScript code 
and see instant results, fire up the following site:

https://webdevworkshop.io/wb

You won’t break anything, so feel free to use the site to run some experiments 
and play around with HTML, CSS, and JavaScript.

»» Bonus chapters: I had much more to tell you than I could fit in this book,  
so go to www.dummies.com/go/htmlcss&javascriptaiofd to download 
additional chapters that will show you some amazingly powerful techniques 
and animations to raise your CSS game.

»» Cheat Sheet: Go to www.dummies.com and search HTML, CSS, & JavaScript 
All-in-One For Dummies to find the Cheat Sheet for this book. Here you’ll find a 
ready-to-roll HTML template for a basic web page, a set of 15 essential CSS 
selectors, and ten powerful JavaScript debugging strategies.

https://paulmcfedries.com/htmlcssjsfd
https://github.com/paulmcfe/html-css-js-fd
https://webdevworkshop.io/wb
http://www.dummies.com/go/htmlcss&javascriptaiofd
http://www.dummies.com
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Getting Acquainted 
with HTML, CSS, 
and JavaScript

Well begun is half done.

— ANCIENT GREEK PROVERB

In the early days of the internet in general and of the web in particular, people 
often used the abbreviation RTFM, which stood for (in the bowdlerized ver-
sion), read the freaking manual. In days of yore, software programs came with 

little booklets — called manuals — that described the workings of the program. 
Look-before-you-leap types would carefully read the manual and would therefore 
know how to use the program. But a sizable proportion of the population would 
rather leap than look, meaning they would just start using the software, poking 
around willy-nilly to try to make things happen. Those dedicated leapers would 
inevitably end up on message boards or forums, desperately seeking solutions 
to the problems their haphazard experimenting caused them. The answer, more 
than often than not, was a simple one: “RTFM!”

This book is a sort of manual writ large for using HTML, CSS, and JavaScript. 
However, and this is particularly true if you’re just getting started with coding 

Chapter 1

IN THIS CHAPTER

»» Finding out a bit about what you’re 
getting yourself into

»» Befriending HTML

»» Introducing yourself to CSS

»» Shaking hands with JavaScript
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web pages, if there’s any part of the book that fits the RTFM credo, it’s this  
chapter. Everything you learn in this chapter acts as a kind of home base for the 
explorations that come later, especially in Book 2 and beyond.

In this chapter, you learn the basic concepts behind HTML, CSS, and JavaScript, 
get a better understanding of how they work, and get started exploring these 
powerful technologies.

What Do HTML, CSS, and  
JavaScript Do, Exactly?

If you’re new to the world of weaving web pages, you may be asking yourself a 
very basic — but a very astute — question about HTML, CSS, and JavaScript: What 
do they do?

The bird’s-eye view is that HTML, CSS, and JavaScript are the technologies behind 
what appears when you visit a page on the web. Sure, your trusty web browser 
shows you the page text and images, but the way in which the text and images are 
presented to you is a function of the page’s underlying HTML, CSS, and JavaScript 
code. These technologies have three separate but interrelated functions:

»» Structure: The basic scaffolding of the page, such as the page headings, the 
text paragraphs, and where the images appear. This is the realm of HTML.

»» Style: How the page looks, including the fonts, colors, and margins. This is the 
bailiwick of CSS.

»» Dynamism: Extras that make the page perform actions such as interacting 
with the user, “listening” for mouse clicks and keypresses, and writing content 
to the page based on certain conditions. This is the job of JavaScript.

That’s the big picture. I get into all this in a bit more detail later in this chapter 
(starting with HTML in the “Adding Structure with HTML” section).

Why Learn HTML, CSS, and JavaScript?
I mention in the Introduction that learning HTML, CSS, and JavaScript isn’t hard. 
That’s still true, but I must admit that it doesn’t tell the entire story. Yes, learning 
these technologies isn’t hard, but it’s certainly not trivial, either. Although you 


