
HTML BOOTCAMP : : SECTION 2                 

TABLES 

Presentation of Data 

"Table tags are used for displaying spreadsheet-like data neatly formatted in rows and columns." 

(simplehtmlguide.com) 

 
 

How HTML handles tabular data is much like one person instructing another to build one verbally: 

- first it announces that it’s starting a table 

(opening the table paired tag), setting up the 

expectation that what follows next will be 

elements that make up the table 

- it then says it’s starting a row (opens the table 

row paired tag) and indicates what is in each cell 

in that row (populating each table data cell) 

- when it’s done with all the cells, it announces 

that the row was completed (closes the table 

row paired tag) 

- it then begins a new row and does the same 

- when it’s done, it communicates that it has 

completed describing the content that made up 

the table (closes the table, itself) 

It essentially marks up the content in such a way 

as to communicate how to format it as a table 

without having to draw a picture. 

 

 

 



Layout Framework 

Given the structure tables impose upon data - which is just content, really - tables have been used as a 

framework for layout. That was not the original intent, mind you. 

 

 

 

Tables are largely a thing of the past as CSS has provided a more robust and flexible way of laying out 

and presenting content. Because, as it is, if you want the individual elements of a design that's laid out 

with tables you'd have to rip it out of the framework to use it. And, even then, removing the individual 

element is bound to break the entirety of the table itself since so much of its structure is dependent 

upon the other elements and how they are situated among one another. 

Tables are the bread and butter of html for email though because it is supported across all the different 

use-cases; the modern browsers, the not so modern browsers, the robust email clients, the crappy email 

clients, etc.  

CSS in its complete form, unfortunately, is not. 

  



ANATOMY OF A TABLE 

The basic breakdown of an HTML table: 

 

 

 

Cells are also referred to as table cells. Similarly, rows are also referred to as table rows. 

 

                                                   

 

Do note that the content of a table will often determine its height and width. Unless specified, the 

table’s dimensions will shrink to fit the content it contains. The same goes for the individual table cells, 

themselves, with a couple exceptions:  

- a row’s height will be determined by the cell with the tallest height in that row 

- a column’s width will be determined by the cell with the widest width in that column 

Moreover, bear in mind that because cell spacing comes between each of the table cells and cell 

padding pads the interior of each of the table cells, they both will impact the table’s overall height and 

width. 

  



TABLE HTML 

When attributes aren’t demarcated, these tags will follow a default value. CSS provides more granular 

control. Note: n is a regular whole number, rrggbb is a hexadecimal number: 

tag  common attributes 

<table> </table> 
the paired tag that contains 
the entirety of the table 
content 

cellpadding=”n” 
space between content and table cell 
 
cellspacing=”n” 
space between table cells 
 
border=”n” 
draws a border around the perimeter of the table and in between the table cells 
 
bgcolor=”#rrggbb” 
sets background color of the table 
 
align=”center”; align=”left”; align=”right” 
sets alignment of the table relative to its container element (usually the page) 
 
height=”n” 
width=”n” 

<tr> </tr>  
table row 

 

<td> </td> 
table data cell 

bgcolor=”#rrggbb” 
sets background color of the table cell 
 
align=”center”; align=”left”; align=”right” 
sets alignment of the content inside the table cell 
 
valign=”top”; valign=”middle”; valign=”bottom” 
sets alignment of the content inside the table cell 
 
colspan=”n” 
sets a table data cell to run wider by another column-width 
 
rowspan=”n” 
sets a table data cell to run longer by another row-height 
 
height=”n” 
width=”n” 

<th> </th>  
table header; not widely 
used. 

 

<tbody> </tbody>  
table body; not widely used. 

 



 

TROUBLE WITH TABLES 

Nesting Tables 

Despite having colspans and rowspans available, there are times when nesting tables (literally putting a 

table inside another table) is necessary or just plain easier.  

To do this, put another table inside one of the data cells of another table, like so: 

 

 

 

In terms of HTML, you put another table in its entirety within one of the parent table’s table data cells 

That is to say, it becomes the content inside a <td> and a </td>. 

 However, try not to nest too many tables (that is, a table inside a table inside a table inside a table et ad 

infinitum): 

- this sometimes results in unexpected behavior (the page may break, the deeply nested table may not 

render or behave correctly, etc.) 

- tables require some processing by the computer that’s viewing it and too many nested inside one 

another may make some machines really work hard to render the HTML 

- too many nested tables can be difficult to keep track of  

 

  



The Importance of Neat Code 

Given the economy of space that HTML features, multiple carriage returns or taps on the space bar will 

all resolve to a single space. To that end, steps should be taken to clean up the code in order to make it 

navigable by human eyes. 

 

Compare the HTML from HubSpot’s top page: 

 
 

with Facebook’s: 

 

Tab-indenting to form visual groups of HTML makes it easier to distinguish parent-child relationships 

when it comes to nesting. Consequently, it makes things easier when it comes to having to fix or figure 

out what’s wrong with a page’s HTML. Unorganized code can lead to mistakes and wasted time. 



Other sources of issues with tables 

There are a number of reasons why tables may not resolve correctly or as expected. Here are some 

reasons: 

- failure to close to a table tag 

- failure to pair or nest table tags correctly 

- cells don’t add up 

- columns (and colspans) don’t add up 

- rows (and rowspans) don’t add up 

- math (with respect to widths and heights) doesn’t add up 

When tables are incorrectly formatted in HTML, they break. Obviously. Just how they break may vary 

from browser to browser (or, more specifically, from browser-and-platform-combination to browser-

and-platform-combination). Some browsers are more “forgiving” and will render the table correctly, 

kinda sorta guessing what it is you meant to do (e.g., behave as if the close tag you left out is actually 

there). While that’s convenient, it enables poorly constructed HTML. What’s more, too many of these 

“forgiven incidents” in the same HTML file may result in something spectacularly different from what 

was intended as one interpretation steps on the toes of another. Other browsers, however, are strict 

and won’t cooperate unless you format things correctly. Then there are those few browsers that will try 

to force the HTML to work even if it’s wrong (e.g., forcing the inclusion of a fourth table cell in a three-

by-three table because you accidentally included another <td> in a row where it shouldn’t be).  

Vigilance and diligence are key. 

 

 

  



SUGGESTED READING 

A Simple Guide to HTML: HTML Tables 

http://www.simplehtmlguide.com/tables.php 

Temple University Computer Services: Creating Tables with HTML 

https://computerservices.temple.edu/creating-tables-html 

Campaign Monitor: Coding Your Emails - Chapter 2 - Guidelines for a Solid HTML Email Template 

https://www.campaignmonitor.com/guides/coding/guidelines 
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