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What are XML and XSL, and why should you 
care? 

 
In its simplest terms, XML is a way to structure data, and 
XSL is a process used to select, transform and format data. 
XSL uses a transformation language, XSLT, to select and 
transform content and additional methods to format it. 
 
XML is an exciting technology in that provides a universal 
format for structuring and storing content such that it can 
be more easily worked with and transformed on your site. 
XSL is important because it allows you to selectively use 
content and easily control your site’s format and display – 
the look and feel of your website.  
 
While there are similarities between XML/XSL and later 
versions of HTML/CSS, the difference lies in the depth of 
the transformational power of XSLT. This power includes 
the ability to completely control the output content, design, 
format, and even the file type. And, this is really just the 
beginning. XSLT is a rich scripting language that gives you 
the power to filter, sort, and process content – and data of 
all types – prior to generating and outputting a file. 
Additionally, these files can be static or dynamic web 
pages, or virtually any file type. 
 
It’s important to note that XML files can be stored 
anywhere on the web. Your website might use pertinent 
content from XML files from within your own domain, or 
use content from XML files located elsewhere on the web. 
For example, an XML file containing faculty information 
could be output at the district level, allowing subsets to be 
displayed on web pages at each individual college. 
 
XSL is the file that contains the XSLT scripting code and 
formatting information used to transform XML content. For 
the purpose of this whitepaper, think of an XSL stylesheet 
as if there’s a one-to-one relationship between the output 
format and the stylesheet used to create your design. 
Additionally, XSL stylesheets can also reference and 
inherit design and transformation instructions from multiple 
XSL stylesheets.  
 
The combination of XML and XSL has many uses for the 
college website. The remainder of this white paper will 
discuss two major applications for XML/XSL: 

XML = content structure 
 
XSL = powerful method to 
control layout and design 
– the look and feel of your 
website. 
 

 
XSLT = content  
transformation scripting 
language 
 

XSL Files contain the 
XSLT script and other 
formatting code 
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�  Content repurposing. XML/XSL allows output to 

multiple types of industry standard files for different 
purposes from the same initial content. This is very 
important for data manipulation, transformation, and 
cross site repurposing. Ultimately as more institutions 
use XML as the preferred means for structuring data and 
content, the more they will be able to share data, 
transform content, and repurpose it when needed. 

 
�  Separation of content from design and format. 

XML/XSL is more effective at isolating content from 
structure than are HTML and CSS alone. CSS will still 
be an important factor in your website design strategy, 
but its power is increased when used in combination with 
XML/XSL. 

 
It’s important to point out that storing content in an XML 
structure and taking advantage of the power of XSL is not 
an “all or nothing” choice that you have to make when 
thinking about your website architecture. Undoubtedly your 
website has evolved over the last decade to take advantage 
of new technologies as they’ve matured. So too can the 
migration to XML take place. In fact, institutions can, and 
should, pick and choose how they use this approach to 
solve specific problems. It is unnecessary to throw-out 
existing web content in favor of starting over with a whole 
new web architectural model. On the contrary, it’s best to 
look for specific areas of your website that might benefit by 
incorporating XML and XSL. 
 
 
Content Repurposing using XML/XSL 
 
Content repurposing is the practice of using XML/XSL to 
create content “components” or chunks that can then be 
easily reused, reformatted and distributed to other parts of 
your site for different purposes.  
 
To understand how this works, let’s look at an example. 
 
Let’s assume that we have one or more XML documents 
available as components of our overall web content. This 
XML content can be internal to your website, or come from 
some external sources (or an aggregate of multiple 
sources). 

Using XML should not 
be an “all or nothing” 
decision. Use a pick-
and-choose approach. 

XML allows for 
componentized content 
chunks that can be 
easily reused. 
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XSL stylesheets contain the instructions that will transform 
the XML content into the desired output. There’s typically 
a one-to-one relationship between the XSL stylesheet and 
the output file, so to illustrate a very practical application, 
let’s introduce a second XSL stylesheet into the example. 
This stylesheet will contain the instructions that describe a 
completely different output file – in this case, let’s assume 
it’s a CSV file for use in a spreadsheet. 
 
When the XML content using these two very different 
stylesheets is processed by the XSLT transformation engine 
(supplied by the web Content Management System), the 
resulting output is both an XHTML webpage (file) and a 
CSV file containing the same content. A practical example 
of this might be a faculty contact guide, resulting in a web 
page nicely formatted with names, phone numbers and 
photographs of each staff member, and a CSV file that 
opens in a spreadsheet containing the same basic 
information but without all the formatting. Of course an 
XSL stylesheet could be designed to output a PDF file, raw 
or transformed XML content, plain text, or virtually any 
file type imaginable.  

 
 

 
 

 

XSLT can be used to 
generate multiple file 
outputs from the same 
XML structured 
content. 
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Course catalogs, event listings, and news and notices are 
other great uses of content repurposing to multiple file 
outputs. These are simple, yet powerful ways to use XML 
and XSL for content repurposing. 
 
This is just one example; there are many other examples on 
your campus today where your content is already 
component-based, distributed and ripe for repurposing 
using XML/XSL. In fact it might already be stored or 
output using XML. This includes content such as Faculty 
Information, Course Catalog Information, and possibly 
Calendar and Event Information. This type of content is 
already component-based and available for content 
repurposing.  
 
If you are not as far along with XML, there’s no time like 
the present to get started identifying the applications, 
databases and systems at your institution that can output 
data in XML format. In addition, think small and start 
individual XML initiatives at a staff or department level 
that, when combined, lead to enhanced overall capabilities. 
 
It’s also important when identifying sources of XML 
content to also look to sources beyond your institution. 
Today, we’re seeing an explosion of XML content that’s 
available in the form of RSS news feeds, blogs and a wide 
variety of amazingly creative external (and publicly 
available) information sources. External, component-based 
content is now readily available that goes way beyond 
news, weather and stock tickers. We now have public 
access to XML data for mapping, research, and a wide 
variety of topic-based or niche information. All of this 
information, because it’s already in XML, can be 
automatically filtered, sorted, combined and repurposed on 
your website.  
 
A strategy of using XML in an intelligent and appropriate 
way to create component-based content on your site has 
significant advantages and is well worth the time and 
investment. It allows you to be more efficient in managing 
content by allowing internal web content to be shared and 
integrated more easily across various web applications, as 
well as sections of your site or across multiple sites. This 
also leads to improve content accuracy. And finally, this 
type of content management allows you to more easily 

XML content can be 
repurposed from 
faculty listings, course 
catalog data, RSS 
feeds, and more. 

XML content is 
exploding all around 
us in the form of 
Blogs, RSS and more. 
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deliver web personalization, helping you to create a more 
compelling, dynamic website. 
 
 
Separating Content from Design using XML/XSL 
 
Inherent in the XML/XSL architecture is the ability to 
separate content from design. XML is used to structure and 
describe the content, while the design is left up to the XSL 
stylesheet. This separation allows your design team to 
create a web layout, design, and information architecture to 
fit today’s needs, and then later change it by simply 
changing the XSL stylesheet or stylesheets used to control 
the design. In reality you might have several stylesheets to 
control your web design. For example, you might have one 
stylesheet to control the look-and-feel of your top-level 
pages, and another to control the look-and-feel of your 
second-level pages. There might also be still a third 
stylesheet which controls your third-level pages, and so 
forth.  
 
Cascading Style Sheets (CSS) is encouraged in the 
XML/XSL model. XSL will give you greater control than 
CSS can alone, but XSL allows you to include CSS files so 
your web-oriented output -, your XHTML output – can be 
easily edited using powerful WYSIWYG editors. 
 
Let’s look at a simple example of how XSL can be used to 
globally change an entire web design. The term that best 
describes this process when coupling this technique with a 
web Content Management System is “Template Controlled 
Publishing”.  
 
For simplicity, let’s assume we have one XSL stylesheet 
that controls the entire site design. You might indeed have 
multiple XSL stylesheets – one for each particular layout 
that’s used on your site; but, the same principle applies.  
 
The web Content Management System processes the XML 
files (containing the web content) using the instructions in 
the XSL stylesheet and then generates and publishes all the 
web pages and associated supporting files. Simple enough! 
 

 

The use of CSS in 
combination with an 
XML/XSL model is 
encouraged. 

XML/XSL is a great 
way to separate 
content from web 
layout and design. 
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To propose a new design of the website, the web 
administrator works together with designers and the 
community to change the XSL stylesheet. Upon agreement 
and acceptance, the administrator with one-click can 
republish the site. The entire look-and-feel of the college 
website is automatically updated! 
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Using XML/XSL to control the layout and design of your 
institution’s websites allows for greater consistencies of an 
approved look-and-feel, and affords smooth transitions of 
new site designs over time. 
 
 
Web Content Management Systems (CMS) and 
XML/XSL 
 
The use of XML by web Content Management Systems 
(CMS) is not new. The benefits mentioned in this paper, 
and many others, have been well understood by 
eCommerce media publishing and transaction-oriented 
websites for many years. Consequently, CMS products that 
cater to these markets have been designed completely 
around the XML/XSL model. Often these systems impose 
their use across an entire website, resulting in a major effort 
for site implementation. 
 
OmniUpdate is the leading CMS used in Higher Education 
to manage the web content of over 450 public, private and 
community college websites. What’s unique about the 
OmniUpdate approach to XML is that the CMS allows for 
the management of multiple content types within a single 
environment. This includes both content stored in 
structured XML, as well the many thousands of pages of 
legacy HTML content that most colleges and universities 
must continue to maintain in their websites. This is done 
without having to convert or forced migration of any of the 
legacy HTML content. 
 
 
 
 

Using XML/XSL 
should not be an “all 
or nothing” choice! 



OmniUpdate, Inc. Page 9 XML and the College Website 

 
 
The benefits of this approach are substantial; the most 
important being that OmniUpdate doesn’t require the 
conversion of the thousands of pages of legacy HTML 
content to start taking advantage of the benefits XML has 
to offer. With OmniUpdate, institutions can migrate content 
to XML based on need and application, and at a pace that 
makes sense for the institution.  
 
Additional XML/XSL Resources   
 
·  Mangano, Sal. XSLT Cookbook. 2nd ed. O'Reilly 

Media, Inc., 2006.  
·  XML Foundations UC Berkeley Course Video 
·  ZVON.org - The Guide to the XML Galaxy 
·  XSL Transformation on Wikipedia 

List of XML and HTML character entity reference  
·  More… 
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The information contained in this document represents the current view of OmniUpdate, Inc. on 
the issues discussed as of the date of publication. Because OmniUpdate, Inc. must respond to 
the changing market conditions, it should not be interpreted to be a commitment on the part of 
OmniUpdate, Inc., and OmniUpdate, Inc. cannot guarantee the accuracy of any information 
presented after the date of publication. 

 

This white paper is for informational purposes only. OmniUpdate, Inc. makes no warranties, 
express or implied, in this document. 
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