GD241 Week 7 Lecture 2
Forms

Starting an online form with the <form> tag 

The Web page form contains the following control elements: text boxes, selection lists, radio buttons, check boxes, group boxes, text areas, and buttons. Each control element in which the user enters information is called a field. Information entered into a field is called the field value, or simply the value.

The <form> tag identifies the beginning and end of a form. A single page can include several different forms, but you cannot nest one form inside another. The <form> tag includes attributes that control how the form is processed, including information on what CGI script to use.


Working with text boxes 

Text boxes are created using the <input> tag. HTML supports 10 input types of attribute values for the <input> tag, as shown on the Figure 6-6. The name and id attributes of the <input> tag serve to identify the input field for the CGI script. When form data is sent to the CGI script, the script receives the name or id of each field as name/value pairs. Before using a CGI script, you should check the documentation for any requirements and then design your form accordingly.
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By default, all text boxes are 20 characters wide. To change the size of a text box, you can use the size attribute of the <input> tag. Setting the width of a text box does not limit the number of characters the box can hold. If a user enters text longer then the box's width, the text scrolls to the left.

To limit the number of characters to be entered, use the maxlength attribute of the <input> tag. To define a default value for a field, you can use the value attribute of the <input> tag. Default values can save time and increase accuracy for users of your Web site. A password field is a text box in which the characters typed by the user are displayed as bullets or asterisks. The password field is not encrypted; it only acts as a mask for the field entry. HTML allows you to formally link a label with an associated text element for scripting purposes.

Creating a selection list 

A selection list is a list box from which a user selects a particular value or set of values. You create a selection list using the <select> tag, and you specify individual selection items with the <option> tag. HTML provides several attributes you can use to modify the appearance and behavior of selection lists and selection options.
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By default, the <select> tag displays one option from a drop-down list box. You can change the number of options displayed by modifying the size attribute of the <select> tag.

Adding the "multiple" attribute to the <select> tag allows multiple selections from a list. By default, a form sends the values that are displayed in the selection list to the CGI script. The most recent releases of HTML allow you to organize selection lists into distinct groups called option groups.

Working with radio buttons 

Radio buttons are similar to selection lists in that they display a list of choices from which a user makes a selection. Only one radio button can be selected at a time. You can create a radio button by using the <input> tag with the radio type. You must include the name attribute because it groups distinct radio buttons together.
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You can enclose radio buttons in a group box. A group box is a box placed around a set of fields that indicates that they belong to a common group. To create a group box, you can use the <fieldset> tag, where the <legend> tag is used to display a legend on the group box. The align attribute specifies where the legend is placed in the box.

You can create a check box using the <input> tag with the checkbox type attribute. There is only one check box per field. You add text or a label next to the <input> tag to describe the purpose of the check box. Check boxes are not selected by default. To create a larger text area for the text box, use the tag <textarea> with the rows and cols attributes to define the dimensions of the text box.

Creating form buttons 

A push button is created using the <input> tag with the button type attribute. To create an action for a push button, you have to write a script or program. A submit button is a button that submits the form to the CGI script for processing. A reset button resets the form to its original values. You can also specify name and value attributes for push, submit, and reset buttons.
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Buttons created with the <input> tag do not allow the Web page designer to control the appearance of the button. To format the button's appearance with HTML tags, use the <button> tag with the name, value, and type attributes.

Another type of button introduced in HTML 4.0 is a file button, used to select files. The contents of the selected files can be submitted for processing to a CGI script. Inline images can act like submit buttons. When the user clicks the image, the form is submitted. When the form is submitted to the CGI script, the coordinates of where the user clicked are attached to the image's name and value. An inline image in your Web form is created using the <input> tag with the image type.

Working with hidden fields 

A hidden field is a field that is added to the form but not displayed in the Web page. To create a hidden field, you can use the <input> tag with the hidden type attribute. Unlike the other fields, this field has a predefined value that users of the Web form should not be able to change.

Because the field is hidden, you can place it anywhere between the opening and closing <form> tags. A common practice is to place all hidden fields in one location, usually at the beginning of the form. You should also include a comment describing the purpose of the field.
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Working with form attributes 

To specify where to send the form data and how to send it, you should add the action, method, and enctype attributes to the <form> tag. The action attribute specifies the filename and location of the CGI script that processes the form, the method attribute specifies how your Web browser sends data to the CGI script, and the enctype attribute specifies the format of the data stored in the form's field.

There are two values for the method attribute: "get" or "post". The default "get" method packages the form data by appending it to the end of the URL specified in the action attribute. The "post" method sends form data in a separate data stream, and Web server receives the data through the "standard input". Your Internet service provider can specify which of the two methods you should use in your <form> tag.
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The most basic way of encoding data is to use "text/plain", which encodes the data as simple text. Another attribute you might use with the <form> tag is the target attribute. You can use the target attribute to send form data to a different window or frame.

Using the "mailto" action 

There is a way to send form information via e-mail without using a CGI script. You can use the "mailto" action. This action accesses the user's own e-mail program and uses it to mail form information to a specified e-mail address, bypassing the need for using CGI scripts on a Web server. You can include "mailto:e-mail_address" action into the <form> tag, where e-mail_address is the e-mail address of the recipient of the form.

There are some disadvantages of the "mailto" action. Not all browsers support it. Also, the recipient's e-mail address is revealed to the user. Another concern is that messages sent via "mailto" action are not encrypted for privacy.
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Working with CGI scripts 

HTML supports tags that allow you to create forms, but it does not process that information. To do that, you need a CGI (Common Gateway Interface) script running on the Web server that receives data from the form and uses it to perform a set of tasks, as shown in Figure 6-2. By giving users access to programs that react to user input, the Web became a more dynamic environment where companies and customers could interact with each other.
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CGI scripts run on a Web server. Internet server providers (ISPs) and universities may provide CGI scripts for their users. You should restrict direct access to CGI scripts. CGI scripts can be written in a variety of different languages.

