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The landscape of web development underwent a significant transformation in the late 2000s, transitioning from the 

rigid, table-based layouts of the 1990s to the flexible, standards-compliant architectures of the modern era. At the 

heart of this transition for many Windows-based developers was Microsoft Expression Web 3. Authored by 

technical experts like Julie Riley, the Illustrated Seriesprovided a pedagogical bridge for students and

professionals alike to migrate from legacy tools like Microsoft FrontPage to a more robust, CSS-centric

environment. This article provides an exhaustive technical analysis of the software, its educational methodology as

presented by Riley, and its enduring impact on the principles of standards-based web design.

The Evolution of the Web Design Environment

From FrontPage to Expression Web: A Paradigm Shift

To understand the technical significance of Microsoft Expression Web 3, one must first recognize the limitations of 

its predecessor, Microsoft FrontPage. FrontPage was notorious for generating non-standard, proprietary HTML 

code (often referred to as "spaghetti code") that functioned well in Internet Explorer but failed in other emerging 

browsers like Firefox and Safari. Expression Web 3 was engineered from the ground up to prioritize W3C (World 

Wide Web Consortium) standards. It replaced the proprietary extensions of FrontPage with a focus on XHTML 

and CSS (Cascading Style Sheets).

This shift was not merely aesthetic; it was functional. By separating content (HTML) from presentation (CSS), 

Expression Web 3 allowed developers to create sites that were more accessible, easier to maintain, and 

significantly more SEO-friendly. The Julie Riley Illustrated Seriesspecifically targeted this transition, breaking

down complex CSS concepts into visual, manageable modules that emphasized the importance of writing clean,

valid code.

Detailed Analysis of the Expression Web 3 Architecture

Standards Compliance and W3C Validation

One of the core technical mechanics of Expression Web 3 is its built-in validation engine. Unlike previous editors 

that allowed sloppy coding practices, Expression Web 3 actively monitored code against specific schemas. 

Developers could choose from several document types (DocTypes), including XHTML 1.0 Transitional , XHTML 

1.0 Strict, and the then-emerging HTML5standards. The software provided real-time feedback, highlighting non-

compliant code with red squiggly underlines, much like a spell-checker in a word processor.

The SuperPreview Feature Set

Perhaps the most revolutionary technical feature of the third iteration was SuperPreview. Before the advent of

modern browser developer tools, testing a website's appearance across different rendering engines (like Trident for

IE, Gecko for Firefox, and WebKit for Safari) was a manual and laborious process. SuperPreview allowed

developers to view their pages in multiple browser versions simultaneously, overlaying them to identify pixel-perfect



discrepancies. This tool was essential for addressing the notorious rendering inconsistencies of Internet Explorer 6

and 7 compared to modern standards.

IntelliSense and Code Optimization

Expression Web 3 inherited the IntelliSense technology from the Visual Studio ecosystem. This provided 

developers with context-sensitive code completion for HTML, CSS, JavaScript, and PHP. Technically, this reduced 

syntax errors and accelerated development speed. Furthermore, the software included a "Clean Up HTML" tool 

that could programmatically remove deprecated tags and redundant inline styles, converting them into external 

CSS rules—a workflow heavily emphasized in the Illustrated Introductory and Complete editions by Riley.

Technical Comparison: Expression Web 3 vs. Contemporary IDEs

In the era of 2009-2010, Expression Web 3 competed directly with Adobe Dreamweaver. The following table

provides a side-by-side comparison of technical features and positioning.



Feature Microsoft Expression 
Web 3

Adobe Dreamweaver 
CS4/5

Legacy FrontPage 2003

Core Engine Standards-based (XHTML/
CSS)

Proprietary/Standards 
hybrid

Proprietary (Web 
Components)

Visual Debugging SuperPreview (Multi-
browser)

Live View (WebKit based) Preview Tab (IE only)

Server-Side Support ASP.NET, PHP, Silverlight PHP, ColdFusion, ASP.NET FrontPage Server 
Extensions

Educational Focus Visual Step-by-Step 
(Illustrated)

Professional Workflow Wizards/Templates

CSS Management Manage Styles Task Pane CSS Styles Panel Inline Styling (Limited)

The "Illustrated" Methodology by Julie Riley

Pedagogical Structure of the Illustrated Series

The Microsoft Expression Web 3: Illustrated series by Julie Riley (ISBN-13: 9780538750417) utilizes a unique 

visual approach to technical education. Each lesson is typically contained within a two-page spread. The left-hand 

page explains the theoretical framework (e.g., "Understanding Relative vs. Absolute Positioning"), while the right-

hand page provides the technical execution steps. This methodology is particularly effective for visual learners

who need to see the correlation between a CSS rule and its visual output in the Design View.

SAM Integration and Skills Assessment

For academic and corporate training environments, the inclusion of the SAM (Skills Assessment Manager) was a 

critical technical component. SAM allowed instructors to track student progress through simulated tasks and live-in-

the-app projects. The Microsoft Expression Web 3: Illustrated Introductory text specifically integrated with SAM 

2010 to provide a data-driven approach to learning web development. This integration ensured that learners 

weren't just following steps but were mastering the underlying competencies required for modern web design.

Advanced CSS Management and Layout Control

Mastering the Box Model

A significant portion of the Riley texts focuses on the CSS Box Model, which is the foundational concept of modern 

layout. In Expression Web 3, the software provided a visual representation of margins, borders, padding, and 

content. Technically, managing these properties through the Properties Paneallowed for precise control over the

layout without writing every line of code by hand. This was a massive leap forward for designers who were

accustomed to using tables for layout, which are technically intended for tabular data, not page structure.

CSS Specificity and Cascade Management

Expression Web 3 introduced sophisticated tools for managing the "Cascade" in Cascading Style Sheets. The 

Manage Styles and Apply Styles panes allowed developers to see which rules were being applied to a specific 

element and which rules were being overridden. This technical transparency is vital for troubleshooting complex 

layouts where multiple stylesheets might conflict. Riley’s Completeedition delves deep into these mechanics,

teaching users how to leverage IDs and Classes to maintain a clean stylesheet hierarchy.



Practical Implementation: Building a Standards-Compliant Site

The workflow for creating a website in Expression Web 3, as outlined in technical manuals, follows a specific

procedural hierarchy to ensure maximum compatibility and performance.

1.  Site Definition: Establishing a local site folder. This step is crucial for managing relative paths and ensuring 

that the internal site-mapping engine functions correctly.

2.  Defining the DocType: Setting the global metadata to XHTML 1.0 Strict or HTML5 to trigger the appropriate 

validation engine.

3.  Master Page / Dynamic Web Template (DWT) Creation: Utilizing DWTs to create a consistent header, footer, 

and navigation. Unlike framesets, DWTs are server-side or design-time includes that do not break SEO.

4.  CSS Architecture: Creating an external style sheet (e.g., style.css) and linking it to the DWT. This promotes 

the "Write Once, Apply Everywhere" principle.

5.  Content Authoring: Adding semantic HTML tags (&lt;h2&gt;, &lt;p&gt;, &lt;ul&gt;) rather than using font tags 

or inline styles.

6.  W3C Validation: Running the built-in compatibility checker to identify any syntax errors or accessibility 

violations (WCAG 1.0/2.0).

7.  SuperPreview Testing: Verifying the layout across different versions of Internet Explorer and Safari.

8.  Publishing: Using the integrated FTP/SFTP engine to move the local files to the production server while 

maintaining link integrity.

Technical Analysis of Scripting and Server-Side Integration

ASP.NET and PHP Support

Expression Web 3 was unique in its dual support for ASP.NET (Microsoft's proprietary framework) and PHP (the 

open-source standard). For ASP.NET developers, the software provided a visual interface for standard controls 

and data sources, allowing for rapid application development (RAD). For PHP developers, it offered syntax 

highlighting and code completion, making it a viable alternative to more expensive IDEs. The software also included 

support for Silverlight, which at the time was Microsoft’s answer to Adobe Flash, allowing for rich interactive

applications to be embedded within the standards-compliant HTML wrapper.

SEO and Accessibility Tools

Beyond code generation, Expression Web 3 included a suite of SEO Reporting tools. These tools would crawl the 

local site and identify technical issues that could hinder search engine indexing, such as missing ALT tags on 

images, broken links, or overly long page titles. From an accessibility standpoint, the software could check for 

Section 508 and WCAGcompliance, ensuring that the websites produced were usable by individuals with

disabilities—a requirement that was becoming increasingly codified in law during the software's release cycle.

Case Studies in Troubleshooting and Technical Solutions

Common Rendering Discrepancies

A common technical challenge addressed in the Illustrated Complete edition involves the "Double Margin Bug" in 

Internet Explorer 6. When a floated element had a margin on the same side as the float, IE6 would double that 

margin. Using Expression Web 3’s SuperPreview, developers could see this error in real-time. The technical

solution involved adding display: inline; to the floated element—a fix that Expression Web 3 helped document and

implement through its CSS management interface.

Legacy Code Migration



Many organizations faced the challenge of migrating FrontPage-based intranets to modern standards. A case study 

in technical migration involves using Expression Web 3's "Find and Replace" feature, which supported Regular 

Expressions (Regex). This allowed developers to programmatically identify deprecated tags like &lt;font&gt; or

&lt;center&gt; and replace them with semantic tags and corresponding CSS classes, effectively modernizing

thousands of pages with minimal manual intervention.

The Legacy of Expression Web in the Modern Web Development Ecosystem

While Microsoft eventually discontinued the Expression Studio suite in favor of Visual Studio Code and Visual 

Studio, the principles championed by Julie Riley and the Expression Web 3 team remain the bedrock of modern 

development. The emphasis on separation of concerns (HTML vs. CSS), cross-browser validation, and 

accessibility are now standard practices in the industry.

For the technical writer and educator, the Microsoft Expression Web 3: Illustratedseries remains a benchmark

for how to teach complex, multi-layered software. It moved the conversation away from "how to make a page look

pretty" to "how to build a robust, standards-compliant digital asset." The software's ability to cater to both the novice

(through the Introductory text) and the professional (through the Complete edition) provided a comprehensive

roadmap for an entire generation of web designers. Even as we move toward AI-driven development and modern

JavaScript frameworks like React and Vue, the core CSS and HTML logic taught through the lens of Expression

Web 3 continues to be the essential foundation for all web-based technologies.

Ultimately, the transition from proprietary tools to standards-compliant IDEs was a pivotal moment in internet

history. Microsoft Expression Web 3 was a primary catalyst in this evolution, ensuring that the web remained an

open, interoperable platform. By adhering to W3C standards and providing deep technical tools for debugging and

optimization, it helped professionalize the role of the web designer, transforming it from a creative hobbyist into a

technical engineer disciplined in the art of clean, efficient code.
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