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SEO: Basic Concepts



What is SEO?

SEO stands for “search engine optimization.” It’s the practice of 
increasing both the quality and quantity of website traffic, as well as 
exposure to your brand, through non-paid (also known as "organic") 
search engine results

Here and in next slides quotes from The Beginner's Guide to SEO by MOZ.



Why is SEO important? 
• While paid advertising, social media, and other online platforms can generate 

traffic to websites, the majority of online traffic is driven by search engines.

• Organic search results cover more digital real estate, appear more credible to savvy 
searchers, and receive way more clicks than paid advertisements. For example, of 
all US searches, only ~2.8% of people click on paid advertisements.

• In a nutshell: SEO has ~20X more traffic opportunity than PPC on both mobile and 
desktop.

Here and in next slides quotes from The Beginner's Guide to SEO by MOZ.



How do search engines work?
Search engines have three primary functions:

1. Crawl: Scour the Internet for content, looking over the code/content for 
each URL they find.

2. Index: Store and organize the content found during the crawling process. 
Once a page is in the index, it’s in the running to be displayed as a result to 
relevant queries.

3. Rank: Provide the pieces of content that will best answer a searcher's 
query, which means that results are ordered by most relevant to least 
relevant. 

Here and in next slides quotes from The Beginner's Guide to SEO by MOZ.



What is a crawler and how does it work? 



What is a crawler and how does it work? 

Crawling is the discovery process in which search 
engines send out a team of robots (known as 
crawlers or spiders) to find new and updated 
content. 
Content can vary — it could be a webpage, an 
image, a video, a PDF, etc. — but regardless of the 
format, content is discovered by links.



Indexing: How do search engines interpret 
and store your pages?
The index is where your discovered pages are stored. After a crawler 
finds a page, the search engine renders it just like a browser would. In 
the process of doing so, the search engine analyzes that page's 
contents. All of that information is stored in its index.
If you want to see how Google Crawler sees your pages, you can 
preview the cached version of your website or view the text-only 
version of it with your browser. 
It will help you to determine if your important content is being crawled 
and cached effectively.



Ranking: How do search engines rank URLs?
To determine relevance, search engines use algorithms, a process or formula by which stored 
information is retrieved and ordered in meaningful ways. These algorithms have gone through many 
changes over the years in order to improve the quality of search results.

Ranking factors: 

• Relevance is how well a local business matches what the searcher is looking for. To ensure that the 
business is doing everything it can to be relevant to searchers, make sure the business’ information 
is thoroughly and accurately filled out.

• Authority: high-authority (trusted) websites are secure (https encrypted, don’t popup tens of 
commercials or start malware downloads) and have references (back-links) from other high-
authority websites.

Today, with hundreds or even thousands of ranking signals, the top three have stayed fairly 
consistent: links to your website (which serve as a third-party credibility signals), on-page content 
(quality content that fulfills a searcher’s intent), and RankBrain.



The role content plays in SEO
There would be no point to links if they didn’t direct searchers to something. 
That something is content! Content is more than just words; it’s anything 
meant to be consumed by searchers — there’s video content, image content, 
and of course, text. If search engines are answer machines, content is the 
means by which the engines deliver those answers.



The role links play in SEO
Backlinks work very similarly to real-life WoM (Word-of-Mouth) referrals. 



Links and Authority
Let’s take a hypothetical coffee shop, Jenny’s Coffee, as an example:
• Referrals from others = good sign of authority

• Example: Many different people have all told you that Jenny’s Coffee is the best 
in town

• Referrals from yourself = biased, so not a good sign of authority
• Example: Jenny claims that Jenny’s Coffee is the best in town

• Referrals from irrelevant or low-quality sources = not a good sign of 
authority and could even get you flagged for spam

• Example: Jenny paid to have people who have never visited her coffee shop tell 
others how good it is.

• No referrals = unclear authority
• Example: Jenny’s Coffee might be good, but you’ve been unable to find anyone 

who has an opinion so you can’t be sure.



PageRank

PageRank (part of Google's core algorithm) is a link analysis algorithm 
named after one of Google's founders, Larry Page. PageRank estimates 
the importance of a web page by measuring the quality and quantity of 
links pointing to it.



What is RankBrain?
RankBrain is the machine learning component of Google’s core algorithm. 
Machine learning is a computer program that continues to improve its 
predictions over time through new observations and training data. In other 
words, it’s always learning, and because it’s always learning, search results 
should be constantly improving.



Engagement metrics
When we say engagement metrics, we mean data that represents how 
searchers interact with your site from search results. This includes things like:
• Clicks (visits from search)
• Time on page (amount of time the visitor spent on a page before leaving it)
• Bounce rate (the percentage of all website sessions where users viewed only one 

page)
• Pogo-sticking (clicking on an organic result and then quickly returning to the SERP 

to choose another result)



Search Result



SERP (Search Engine Results Page)
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SERP (Search Engine Results Page)



SERP Features

• https://moz.com/learn/seo/serp-features

What is RankBrain?



SEO: On-Site Optimization



Keyword Research

The power of keyword research lies in better understanding your target 
market and how they are searching for your content, services, or products.
Keyword research provides you with specific search data that can help you 
answer questions like:
• What are people searching for?
• How many people are searching for it?
• In what format do they want that information?

Learn more:
https://moz.com/beginners-guide-to-seo/keyword-research



Title tags

A page’s title tag is a descriptive, HTML element that specifies the title 
of a particular web page. They are nested within the head tag of each 
page and look like this:

<head>
<title>Example Title</title>

</head>



Meta descriptions

Like title tags, meta descriptions are HTML elements that describe the 
contents of the page that they’re on. They are also nested in the head 
tag, and look like this:

<head>
<meta name=”description” content=”Description of page here.”/>

</head>



URL structure

Which URL is clearer?
example.com/desserts/chocolate-pie
or
example.com/asdf/453?=recipe-23432-1123



Optimizing contents in WordPress

One of the most commonly used solutions to do on-site SEO in 
WordPress is to use Yoast SEO plugin (find links on class web page)
It offers a great set of free tools and even more in the premium version 
of the plugin. 



Header tags

Header tags are an HTML element used to designate headings on your 
page. The main header tag, called an H1, is typically reserved for the 
title of the page. It looks like this:

<h1>Page Title</h1>

There are also sub-headings that go from H2 to H6 tags, although using 
all of these on a page is not required. The hierarchy of header tags goes 
from H1 to H6 in descending order of importance.



Optimizing Images: file format
How to choose which image format to use:
• If your image requires animation, use a GIF.
• If you don’t need to preserve high image resolution, use JPEG (and 

test out different compression settings).
• If you do need to preserve high image resolution, use PNG.

• If your image has a lot of colors, use PNG-24.
• If your image doesn’t have a lot of colors, use PNG-8.



Optimizing Images: file size

Images are the biggest culprits of slow web pages! The best way to 
solve for this is to compress your images. While there is no one-size-
fits-all when it comes to image compression, testing various options 
like "save for web” (find links to tutorials on class web page) or 
WordPress plugins (EWWW or Smush find links on class web page)



Optimizing Images: alt text
Alt text (alternative text) within images is a principle of web accessibility, and is used to 
describe images to the visually impaired via screen readers. It’s important to have alt text 
descriptions so that any visually impaired person can understand what the pictures on your 
website depict. Examples: 

Very Bad:

<img src=“img124jad.gif“>

Bad:

<img src="grumpycat.gif" alt="grumpy cat, cat is grumpy, grumpy cat gif">

Good:

<img src="grumpycat.gif" alt="A black cat looking very grumpy at a big spotted dog">



Assignment for next week:

Optimize your website:  
1. Basic Keyword Strategy: Choose 10 keywords that you 

are going to target on your website. Create a strategy: 
where would you put these keywords (domain/title of 
the website/titles of dedicated pages/images/categories 
etc.)

2. On-Site optimization: setup Yoast SEO plugin and use it 
to optimize your website.

3. Image optimization: optimize images both on your 
portfolio and final project websites.
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