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Many organizations, including BCUG, can no longer justify the costs of printing and mailing newsletters, and as a result they rely on a Website to keep their members informed. Individuals also use them to communicate their activities to families and friends, as they allow more presentation flexibility than say Facebook. As a result, you may decide (or be asked) to design and maintain a Website. What approach should you use, and how can you get started? In the November 2015 issue of Bytes (available at http://www.bcug.com), I discussed the differences between static and dynamic Websites; here I'll talk about managing them.
Management of Static Sites
The basis of all Websites is the Hyper Text Markup Language (HTML), which is the language of the files that your browser downloads from the Website and uses to build up the page you see displayed. As the name suggests, you are really downloading a program, not an image. If you create an HTML file on your PC, double-clicking on it starts your browser and displays the page. This means you can experiment all you like without ever having to venture onto the Internet. A good book for getting started on HTML is Learning Web Design, 4th Edition, by Jennifer Niederst Robbins. The example below is from this book.
For simple sites that just display information and don't provide interaction with users, working directly with HTML is appropriate. Starting with this type has the added advantage of getting you comfortable with HTML, which will be valuable if you later change to a more complex approach. Another consideration is where your site will be hosted. Some ISPs provide free Web space, but only for simple HTML pages.
There are many HTML editors, both WYSIWYG and plain. The quality of the output from WYSIWYG Website editors varies widely. Some I've used produce convoluted HTML code, that after a few revisions is full of scraps from previous edits, and the only way to clean it up is to edit the HTML directly, which of course, eliminates most of WYSISYG's advantages. As a result, I prefer a plain editor, such as Bluefish, http://bluefish.openoffice.nl/index.html, or Geany, http://www.geany.org/; both are available for all the major platforms.
For example, look at the following static Web page.
[image: image1.png]BLACK GOOSE BISTRO

The Restaurant

‘The Black Goose Bistro offers casual lunch and dinner fare in a hip atmosphere. The menu changes
regularly to highlight the freshest ingredients.

Catering

‘You have fun... we'll handle the cooking. Black Goose Catering can handle events from snacks for
‘Dridge club to elegant corporate fundraisers.

Location and Hours

1005 Gravenstein Highway North
Seekonk, Massachusetts

Monday through Thursday 11am to 9pm
Friday and Saturday, 11am to midnight




The screen-shot below shows the Bluefish display while editing the corresponding HTML code.
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The displayed page is defined by all the code between the markers <body> and </body>. As is typical in HTML, the beginning of the definition is marked by a term enclosed by < and > and ends with the same term preceded with a /. These combinations are commands to your browser. For example the pair of tags <p> ... </p> tells your browser that they enclose a paragraph and that it should display the enclosed text using its normal font, using as many lines as needed, and should add a newline at the end.
The page above begins with a level 1 header, enclosed by <h1> ... </h1>. Within this section the command <img src= ...> tells your browser to download the file blackgoose.png and to display it with the specified width and height. Level 2 headers are defined by <h2> ... </h2>, paragraphs by <p> ... </p>, and line breaks by <br>. There is another section of code that defines the formats of the two styles of header used, but its details aren't important here. The important concept is that an HTML file is a series of commands that your browser uses to construct a page display.
Bluefish displays keywords in purple and underlines possible spelling errors. The menu bar and the left panel hold many common HTML operations. Clicking on the world globe toward the right of the top menu bar, opens the current page with your browser. Although Bluefish is not a WYSIWYG editor, it provides much more help for HTML coding than does a text editor, and you can see the effect of what you've just done by checking the display on your browser.
Management of Dynamic Sites
If your site is more complex, for example if it includes a bulletin board or features that require a log-in, or if more than one person manages it, you probably need a dynamic site, and this adds much complexity to the job. Many professional Website developers work directly with the PHP and JavaScript languages, and use a database, which adds three additional technologies that an HTML designer must master. Moreover, the development environment is more complex, as you can no longer just double-click on the HTML file to have your browser display it. It must first be processed by a PHP interpreter, and this implies a complete Web server environment that typically includes Apache, PHP, and MySQL. To this you should add a development environment (for example, eclipse, http://www.eclipse.org/home/index.php) and an effective debugger. You can set this up on a personal computer, but it requires some expertise. If you decide to try this, a good introduction is Robin Nixon's, Learning PHP, MySQL & JavaScript, Fourth Edition, O'Reilly Media, 2015.
A somewhat easier approach is to employ a Content Management System (CMS), such as WordPress (http://wordpress.com/) which is often used for blog sites, or the more complex Joomla (http://www.joomla.org/) or Dtupal (http://www.drupal.org/). There are many others, but I cite these three because the software is free, and they provide start-up assistance. Of the three, WordPress is the easiest to learn, while Drupal, although very versatile, has a steep learning curve and is best suited for professional use. An intermediate case is Joomla, which I'll describe here, just because I'm familiar with it. Please treat the discussion of an introduction to this type of Website manager, not a recommendation of which to use.
Such programs have several advantages.
· Templates provide pre-configured Web page layouts.
· Extensions provide support for log-ins, event registration, and bulletin board functions.
· An extension manager provides for adapting them and includes access to a Website where additional ones are available.
· A menu manager allows quick design of menus.
· An image manager provides for importing and storing images.
· CMS provides version control and contributor management.
All require a Web server that provides both PHP and database (e.g., MySQL) support, but all three of these tools can be accessed over the Web, using your browser. This means you don't have to set up an environment up on your home PC, but can access the system at a remote site. You just rent space (typically for a few dollars a month) from a hosting company that provides the needed services. Then when your site is complete, it's already on line, and you have only to publicize its URL. Of course, one of your criteria in choosing a hosting company is that it supports the management tool you want to use.
Once you have the needed installation, the real work begins. These are complex programs with many abstract concepts that tend to isolate you from the HTML. Unfortunately, I have found the available Joomla books to be somewhat disappointing. (WordPress reportedly has better ones.) So far, the best Joomla introduction I've found is Joomla 3 Explained by Stephen Burge. It's main defect is that its examples have you modifying the sample site that came with a previous version of the program, and the sample sites included with current versions of Joomla are considerably different. As a result, you must detour into other areas before you can begin working on what the example is trying to teach, and unexpected and sometimes cryptic error messages don't help. Don't be shy about searching the Internet for information.
Here is an example of a home page constructed by Joomla.
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As you can see, it's considerably more complex than our first example and includes a menu bar as well as a search feature to aid in navigating the site. The Joomla editing screen appears below.
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Note that neither the site banner nor its menu bar appears on the editing screen, as these are set up elsewhere. The space they would occupy has been replaced by the editing menu, which is similar to that of a word processor. If you look carefully, you'll see this is What You See Is Sorta What You Get, as some details differ between the view in the editor and the actual page. However, they are close enough to be usable. Because you can see the page as you compose it, and because the PHP code and database interactions are hidden in canned extensions, this approach does not need the development environment or the experience required if you were working directly with PHP. Joomla resides at the same location as your Website, which means all your management occurs on line. This makes it convenient for several people to manage the site, provided that you carefully set up the CMS privileges.
This has been a very brief introduction to Website design, and we've looked at only two of the many tools available. If you expect to be involved in this activity, it will pay you to do some careful research, as each approach requires substantial learning, and changing to a new one after a design is complete is far from easy.
