[image: image1.png]



Template System Cookbook
For Metadot Portal Server v.6.1.x - GPL

V1.0.2 Release
Cory Kim

May 7, 2004
Metadot Corporation

Table of Contents

11
Introduction


11.1
How to use this cookbook


11.2
Getting the latest cookbook


21.3
Goal of this cookbook


21.4
Prerequisites for the reader


21.5
Sending feedback to Metadot


21.6
Getting the latest cookbook


22
Tutorial


22.1
Selecting text and images for the page header


42.2
Creating a new skin


42.3
Editing a template


52.4
Editing a stylesheet


52.5
Editing a skin’s images


62.6
Using dynamic content


82.7
Reverting changes back to the default


83
How To Create A Custom Skin: A Step-By-Step Guide


83.1
Create static HTML templates for your website.


83.2
Create one or more CSS files to support your design.


93.3
Define a new skin in the Portal Server.


93.4
Upload any images used in your HTML templates


93.5
Customize portal_home.tt2 to match your HTML template for the home page.


93.6
Customize portal_sub.tt2 to match your HTML template for other pages.


93.7
Customize page_header.tt2 to match the header portion of your HTML pages


103.8
Customize page_footer.tt2 to match the footer portion of your HTML pages


103.9
Customize the stylesheets


103.10
Customize page layouts, if these are used


103.11
Customize other templates as needed


114
Implementation Details


114.1
About skins


114.2
CSS organization


124.3
About Template::Toolkit


124.4
Template variables


134.5
Page composition


134.6
Local templates


134.7
Transitional templates


144.8
User-defined content


145
Basic Cookbook Techniques


145.1
Changing fonts and colors


145.2
Changing the appearance of a single Gizmo class


155.3
Changing the appearance of a single Gizmo instance


165.4
Changing the appearance of all Gizmos


165.5
Displaying user information on a page


176
Advanced Cookbook Techniques


176.1
Accessing the current Gizmo instance


186.2
Accessing the home page object


186.3
Accessing a Gizmo’s child objects


186.4
Accessing utility methods


196.5
Accessing the site image library


196.6
Accessing form variables


196.7
Accessing the user’s session


196.8
Using request-scoped variables


196.9
Displaying the output of an arbitrary Gizmo instance


207
Troubleshooting


207.1
Portal reverts to Style 1


207.2
Forcing the portal to use the default skin


207.3
Enabling the fail-safe mode


218
Configuration Guide


218.1
File system configuration


218.2
Web server configuration


218.3
Application configuration


229
Moving Forward


229.1
Further reading


229.2
Contributing a skin


229.3
Getting support




1 Introduction

Metadot Portal Server was designed to allow people to easily create websites with dynamic content, without requiring programming skills or knowledge of web server administration. With this ease of use, however, one had to give up control over the exact appearance of their website. Although earlier versions of Metadot Portal Server did allow site administrators to specify the design of many pages, these users were limited in what they were able to control. Metadot Portal Server V6 resolves this problem by implementing a complete template-driven architecture, allowing nearly every aspect of the site’s look and feel to be modified.

1.1 How to use this cookbook

The Metadot Template Cookbook was written to help people deploy a new website using the Skin Mode. This document addresses various aspects of deployment, including installation by the system administrator, customization by website designers, and creation dynamic content by end users.

If you are a website designer or a web developer, you should first read the chapter titled Sending feedback to Metadot

This document is under constant revision, and we welcome your feedback. Please send any insults or compliments you may have to support@metadot.com.

1.2 Getting the latest cookbook

We maintain the latest cookbook online at www.metadot.com under the V6 documentation section. 

Tutorial
. This chapter gives you an overview of how to work with the Skin Mode. Next, read the chapter titled How To Create A Custom Skin, which guides you through the processing of creating your own custom skins.

To gain a good understanding of how the Skin Mode works, you should read the chapter Implementation Details, which gives more detailed information.

To accomplish specific goals, read the 

If you are a system administrator, you should follow the chapter titled Configuration Guide. This chapter gives step-by-step directions for configuring a Metadot Portal Server to take full advantage of the Skin Mode.

1.3 Goal of this cookbook

The Metadot Template Cookbook should give web developers and website designers a clear explanation of how Metadot’s templates work. The tutorial will give you a quick introduction to the basic steps that are necessary to work with templates. The Implementation Details chapter will explain some of the underlying concepts behind the Skin Mode. Basic Cookbook Techniques gives you instructions on how to accomplish many important tasks with the Metadot Portal Server. Troubleshooting gives some information about how to detect and resolve errors in your templates.

1.4 Prerequisites for the reader

System administrators should already have installed a working Metadot Portal Server. If you have not done so, please first read our installation documentation, which was included with your software distribution, in the directory /doc/md_guides/install/install.htm.

Website designers should have a working knowledge of how Metadot Portal Server organizes and presents information. If you have not done so, please read our user documentation at http://support.metadot.com. Additionally, website designers should understand Cascading Stylesheets (CSS) in order to modify the appearance of the site. If you intend to control the HTML that Metadot Portal Server generates, you should become familiar with Template::Toolkit, a popular library for creating template-driven websites with Perl.

1.5 Sending feedback to Metadot

This document is under constant revision, and we welcome your feedback. Please send any insults or compliments you may have to support@metadot.com.

1.6 Getting the latest cookbook

We maintain the latest cookbook online at www.metadot.com under the V6 documentation section. 

2 Tutorial

The new Skin Mode allows you to easily change the look and feel of the site. This tutorial will take you through the most important techniques for doing so. The main goal of the tutorial is simply to help you familiarize yourself with the procedures that are needed to create skin.

2.1 Selecting text and images for the page header

Metadot’s Skin Mode provides a standard header template in which you can choose many combinations of images and text. The standard header template provides the following attributes:

Logo:
An image which will appear on the left-hand side of the page header

Banner image: An image that will appear roughly in the center of the page header. Typically, this is a wide image that stretches across most of the header, hence the name “Banner.”

Header text: Text which will appear on the left-hand side of the page header. If both Logo and Header text are specified, the Logo will appear furthest to the left, and Header text will appear immediately to the right of Logo.

Header subtext: Text which will appear roughly in the center of the page header. If both Banner image and Header subtext are specified, the Banner image will appear to the right of the Header subtext.

Each of these are optional. Most likely, you will only want to use one or two of these. Here are some examples:

Text only
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To customize your page header, log in to your portal with an administrative account, such as admin. You can use any account that has administrative privileges. Contact your site administrator if you do not have an account with administrative privileges.

Once logged in, enable editing by clicking on the button labeled “Enable editing”, which appears on the bottom of the page. The next page will include the WebBuilder bar, which is a light blue bar underneath the header. In the WebBuilder bar, find a drop-down list that says “Manage …”. Click on this list, and select the option “Styles and Colors”.

Note: elsewhere in this document, we will refer to this page simply as the Styles and Colors page. You may need to repeat the steps above to get to this page.

The Styles and Colors page is divided into two sections, Skin Details and Header/Footer Customizations. We will skip the Skin Details section for now, and focus on Header/Footer Customizations. Scroll down the page to find this section. 

Creating a text-only header: 

1. In the input box labeled “Header text is:”, type in “My Website”.

2. In the input box labeled “Header subtext is:”, type in “a very nice website”. 

3. Scroll down to the bottom of the page and click “Save”. The next page should reflect your changes.

Creating a header with an image and text: 

1. Go to the Styles and Colors page, and locate the Header Customizations section.

2. Delete anything in the input box labeled “Header text is:”.

3. In the input box labeled “Header subtext is:”, type in “a website with a logo”.

4. Locate a selection list labeled “Current list of images”. Select the entry “logo.gif”. You should see an image of a dog appear on the page.

5. Click on the button labeled “Use as Logo”.

6. Scroll down to the bottom of the page and click “Save”. The next page should reflect your changes.

You can also upload your own images for use in the page header. Feel free to try out a variety of combinations of images and text for your page header.

Note: to remove an image from the header, select “No image” in the list of images, and then apply it to the logo or banner area.

2.2 Creating a new skin

Now that you’ve seen how to make basic changes to your header, you’re ready to try creating your own skin. You should have a working knowledge of HTML and Cascading Stylesheets (CSS), or the rest of this tutorial will not make much sense to you. To create a skin:

1. Go to the Styles and Colors page.

2. Locate the section of this page labeled “Skin Details”.

3. Click on the button labeled “Create a new skin”.

4. The next page asks you to enter some information about the skin. Be sure to enter a name for the skin, such as “My first skin”. The remaining input boxes are optional.

That’s it! Now that you have created a skin, you can now modify it. A skin is made up of three basic types of files: stylesheets, templates, scripts, and images. Here’s a brief summary of what each does:

1. Stylesheets are used to define the fonts, colors, borders, and in many cases, the positioning of elements.

2. Templates are used to define the actual HTML that is generated by your portal. In some cases, the portal uses HTML to define page layout. In those cases, you will find some tables that are responsible for layout as well.

3. Images are used either by stylesheets or templates, to enhance the look of a site.

4. Scripts are used by the templates and hold script files such as javascript.

2.3 Editing a template

Templates are responsible for the majority of HTML that your portal generates. If you need to change any of the actual text that appears on every page, you will definitely want to do that by editing one of the templates.

We are going to modify the copyright statement on the global page footer. Every page, by default, states “© 1999-2004 Metadot Corporation. All Rights Reserved”. Naturally, you will want to claim the copyright for the owner of the portal! Here’s how:

1. Make sure you are in the Editing styles and templates page. If you’ve been following the tutorial so far, you should be on this page now. If not, go to the Styles and Colors page, select the skin you want to edit, and click on the button labeled “Edit skin files.”

2. On the Editing styles and templates page, locate the selection list labeled “Work with:”

3. Click on the entry “Templates”. A list of templates will appear.

4. Select the entry called page_footer.tt2. This template is responsible for the global footer.

5. The contents of this template should appear in a text box. Find and change the copyright statement.

6. Click the button labeled “Save changes”. If you check the list of files again, you will notice that page_footer.tt2 now has an asterisk (*) next to it. The asterisk indicates that this file has been customized.

7. Click the button labeled “Finished editing”.

8. You should be back in the Styles and Colors page. You should make sure that you have your custom skin applied. Make sure the list labeled “Select a skin:” has your custom skin selected, and click on the button labeled “Use this skin.”

Check your portal’s footer. It should be updated with your changes. [Note: This modification serves as an example and it would actually be better if you modified the footer using the Custom Header/Footer section in Styles and Colors]

2.4 Editing a stylesheet

Most web designers will use stylesheets, rather than templates, to modify the site’s appearance. However, to work with your own stylesheets, you do need to modify at least one template, namely stylesheet.tt2. This template is responsible for linking in the stylesheets for the portal, including any that you have created.

By default, stylesheet.tt2 invokes main.css. Main.css’s job is to define spacing and positioning, and in some cases to define the appearance of elements that generally will not be modified by web designers. Main.css also defines fonts and colors.

Also, you can define styles in stylesheet.tt2, which is responsible for defining the stylesheets for all other pages.

 We are going to change the background color for the global header. Here are the steps for doing this:

1. Go to the Editing styles and templates page. You can get there by first going to the Styles and Colors page, selecting the skin you want to edit, and clicking on the button labeled “Edit skin files.”

2. On the Editing styles and templates page, locate the selection list labeled “Work with:”

3. Click on the entry “Stylesheets”. A list of stylesheets will appear.

4. Select the entry called main.css. This template is responsible for most font and color definitions.

5. The contents of this template should appear in a text box. Look for the following text:

#header {
        background-color: #A7A93E;
}
6. Modify the background color with another color selection, such:

#header {
        background-color: maroon;
}

7. You can delete all the definitions before and after the #header definition. The remaining classes will be inherited from the default, so it’s better that you remove them from this stylesheet.

8. Click the button labeled “Save changes”. If you check the list of files again, you will notice that main.css now has an asterisk (*) next to it. The asterisk indicates that this file has been customized.

9. Click the button labeled “Finished editing”.

10. You should be back in the Styles and Colors page. You should make sure that you have your custom skin applied. Make sure the list labeled “Select a skin:” has your custom skin selected, and click on the button labeled “Use this skin.”

Once you have completed these steps, you should notice a different color in your portal header

2.5 Editing a skin’s images

The default Metadot Portal Server skin uses two images to enhance its appearance. One is an arrow, which is used to ornament some <H2> elements, and another is a background image with a gradient fill. In this tutorial, we will replace the arrow image with a different one.

1. First, download the replacement image from Metadot’s website, at the following URL:

http://www.metadot.com/metadot/index.pl?id=5774&isa=Item&field_name=item_attachment_file&op=download_file


2. Save the image to your computer, and be sure to note the location where it was saved. The filename should be “arrow_ico.gif”.

3. Go to the Editing styles and templates page.

4. Select your skin, and click on the Edit skin files button.

5. On the Editing styles and templates page, locate the selection list labeled “Work with:”

6. The entry “Images” should already be selected. If not, click on the entry “Images”. A list of images will appear.

7. Using the input control labeled “Upload a new image,” upload arrow_ico.gif from your computer.

8. If you check the list of files again, you will notice that arrow_ico.gif now has an asterisk (*) next to it. The asterisk indicates that this file has been customized.

9. Note the path that is displayed underneath your new image. If possible, copy the path to your clipboard. This is the path for the image on your web server. We will need to specify this path in your stylesheet, which is where the arrow image is defined.

10. Click on the entry “Stylesheets”. A list of stylesheets will appear.

11. Select the entry called main.css. This template is responsible for most font and color definitions.

12. The contents of this template should appear in a text box. Add the following text:

#maincont h2 {

background: url(/skins/base_skin/images/arrow_ico.gif) no-repeat 2px 4px #D6D4AA;
}


13. Modify the “url” declaration by changing the path to the one that you noted in step 9.

14. You can delete all the definitions before and after the “#maincont h2” definition. The remaining classes will be inherited from the default, so it’s better that you remove them from this stylesheet.

15. Click the button labeled “Save changes”. If you check the list of files again, you will notice that main.css now has an asterisk (*) next to it. The asterisk indicates that this file has been customized.

16. Click the button labeled “Finished editing”.

17. You should be back in the Styles and Colors page. You should make sure that you have your custom skin applied. Make sure the list labeled “Select a skin:” has your custom skin selected, and click on the button labeled “Use this skin.”

Your site should now use a different arrow image. If you’re using the default content, you should be able to notice the change by going to the Support page of your portal.

2.6 Using dynamic content

Metadot Portal Server is handy for creating dynamic content, such as polls and discussions. Metadot’s new Skin Mode can now help you add dynamic content that is global across every page in your site. There are two main ways to add dynamic content, and we will use an example of each.

2.6.1 GizmoTags

The simplest way to introduce dynamic content to your skin is via GizmoTags. GizmoTags are classes of custom code whose sole purpose is to include dynamic content to your site. One example of a GizmoTag is md_date. We will include the date in the global footer of your portal.

1. Make sure you are in the Editing styles and templates page. If you’ve been following the tutorial so far, you should be on this page now. If not, go to the Styles and Colors page, select the skin you want to edit, and click on the button labeled “Edit skin files.”

2. On the Editing styles and templates page, locate the selection list labeled “Work with:”

3. Click on the entry “Templates”. A list of templates will appear.

4. Select the entry called page_footer.tt2. This template is responsible for the global footer.

5. The contents of this template should appear in a text box. To the end of this text, add the following lines:

<br/>
[% INCLUDE gizmotag.tt2 name="md_date" %]

To incorporate a different GizmoTag in your portal, you should specify the GizmoTag’s name as 
name=”gizmotag_name”.


6. Click the button labeled “Save changes”. If you check the list of files again, you will notice that page_footer.tt2 now has an asterisk (*) next to it. The asterisk indicates that this file has been customized.

7. Click the button labeled “Finished editing”.

8. You should be back in the Styles and Colors page. You should make sure that you have your custom skin applied. Make sure the list labeled “Select a skin:” has your custom skin selected, and click on the button labeled “Use this skin.”

Check your portal’s footer. Today’s time and date should appear at the bottom.

2.6.2 Template variables

In Skin Mode, every template has access to a set of variables which inform the template about the context of a request. You can print these variables, or use Template::Toolkit’s conditional logic features to alter content based on the request. 

Important: you should familiarize yourself with Template::Toolkit’s syntax and directives if you want to make full use of this feature. This section makes some references to Metadot Portal Server’s application programming interface (API). You do not need to know the API to follow this tutorial, but it helps!

Some of the major variables which the Portal Server makes available are “user”, “form”, and “self”. These are the most commonly used variables for creating dynamic content.

user is a reference to the current Metadot::User object. You can access any public property or method of user from within the template, such as fullname, email, logout(), etc.

form is a reference to the CGI form variables that were submitted with the current request.

self is a reference to the Gizmo or Portal instance that is the focus of a given template’s attention. For example, if you are displaying a page, self is defined as the Category instance that is associated with that page. If you are displaying a discussion, self is defined as the Discussion instance that is being displayed.

In this tutorial, we will add the user’s name to the global page footer.

1. Make sure you are in the Editing styles and templates page. If you’ve been following the tutorial so far, you should be on this page now. If not, go to the Styles and Colors page, select the skin you want to edit, and click on the button labeled “Edit skin files.”

2. On the Editing styles and templates page, locate the selection list labeled “Work with:”

3. Click on the entry “Templates”. A list of templates will appear.

4. Select the entry called page_footer.tt2. This template is responsible for the global footer.

5. The contents of this template should appear in a text box. To the end of this text, add the following lines:

<br/>
This page was custom made for [% user.fullname %]


6. Click the button labeled “Save changes”. If you check the list of files again, you will notice that page_footer.tt2 now has an asterisk (*) next to it. The asterisk indicates that this file has been customized.

7. Click the button labeled “Finished editing”.

8. You should be back in the Styles and Colors page. You should make sure that you have your custom skin applied. Make sure the list labeled “Select a skin:” has your custom skin selected, and click on the button labeled “Use this skin.”

Check the portal’s footer. You should see the text you created, along with the user’s name. If you are logged in as “admin”, then your name should display as “Admin”.

2.7 Reverting changes back to the default

Occasionally, you may need to remove changes that you have made, and make them look like the default template. To do this, you can use the “Delete or revert” feature. We will use this feature to revert some of the changes that we made in the tutorial.

1. Make sure you are in the Editing styles and templates page. If you’ve been following the tutorial so far, you should be on this page now. If not, go to the Styles and Colors page, select the skin you want to edit, and click on the button labeled “Edit skin files.”

2. On the Editing styles and templates page, locate the selection list labeled “Work with:”

3. Click on the entry “Templates”. A list of templates will appear.

4. Select the entry called page_footer.tt2. Note the asterisk (*) that appears next to its name. This indicates that the file has been modified for this skin. If the asterisk does not appear, then it has not been modified, and therefore reverting the file will have no effect.

5. Press the button labeled “Delete or revert selected file”. This button will perform one of the following actions:

a. If the file was unchanged, no action will be taken.

b. If the file is a modified version of an existing file, then the system will revert to the default version.

c. If the file was newly created for this skin, the system will delete the file from the skin.

Your changes to the page footer should now be gone, and the system will display the standard global page footer.

3 How To Create A Custom Skin: A Step-By-Step Guide

Now that you have learned the basic procedures for working with skins, it’s time to discuss the process for doing so. If you want to create your own custom skins, Metadot recommends that you use these steps.

3.1 Create static HTML templates for your website.

At a minimum, you should create a template for your home page, and a template for all other pages. If you choose to create multiple page layouts for use in your site, create these now.

3.2 Create one or more CSS files to support your design.

Metadot strongly encourages the use of Cascading Stylesheets (CSS) to customize the layout, fonts, and colors of your site. Metadot has defined certain styles for use in the default skin. Please check the section CSS organization for pre-defined styles.

3.3 Define a new skin in the Portal Server.

Log in as an administrator, and create a definition for the new skin. The tutorial section Creating a new skin provides step-by-step instructions for this.

3.4 Upload any images used in your HTML templates

There are many ways to upload images to a Metadot portal, but there is a special location for images related to skins. The tutorial shows how to customize images for skins, in the section Editing a skin’s images. You should use this technique, so that if you want to transfer the skin to another server, the images will automatically be included.

3.5 Customize portal_home.tt2 to match your HTML template for the home page.

Normally, the portal server uses portal_home.tt2 whenever it needs to display the home page. You can create a custom version of this file, which will allow you to redefine all of the HTML generated by the portal. Note that portal_home.tt2 only defines the basic structure of the page. Most of the content is brought by “including” other templates. Of particular note are the templates page_header.tt2 and page_footer.tt2. If you want to modify the header or footer globally, you should create custom versions of these files. If you want to modify the header and footer only for the home page, then you should add the appropriate HTML directly to portal_home.tt2.

Important:  Take care not to delete the template directives inside the <DIV> called “maincont”. These directives are essential for viewing the dynamic content of your site.

The tutorial shows how to customize templates, in the section Editing a template.

3.6 Customize portal_sub.tt2 to match your HTML template for other pages.

The file portal_sub.tt2 performs a function similar to that of portal_home.tt2, except that this is the file normally chosen for all pages other than home. By “pages”, we refer to content pages only. System-generated pages such as login forms, edit forms, confirmations and the like are not affected by portal_sub.tt2.

As in portal_home.tt2, you should consider modifying the global header and footer, rather than implementing them directly in portal_sub.tt2. If you modify the global header and footer, which are stored in page_header.tt2 and page_footer.tt2, respectively, then your header and footer will also appear in system-generated pages as well.

You can also choose to create your own header and footer templates, and use them as needed. If you choose this course of action, you should create one or more text files with the .tt2 extension, and upload it to the portal.

Important:  Take care not to delete the template directives inside the <DIV> called “maincont”. These directives are essential for viewing the dynamic content of your site.

3.7 Customize page_header.tt2 to match the header portion of your HTML pages

This file defines the global header for your site. The default template contains a great deal of templating code, which displays dynamic header logos and titles as defined by the administrator. You can choose to keep this in place and customize the logos and titles using the web interface, or you can remove this altogether and place your own HTML there.

The standard page_header.tt2 file also includes code to generate some welcome text, and useful links related to the user’s session and profile. You may want to remove these from your page header. If you do so, you should consider moving the link panel, defined by the line


[%- INCLUDE links_panel.tt2 %]

to another location.

3.8 Customize page_footer.tt2 to match the footer portion of your HTML pages

This file defines the global footer for your site. The default template is pretty straightforward HTML.

3.9 Customize the stylesheets

There are many approaches for doing this step, and the best choice depends on what you need to accomplish.

If you are making minor changes to the overall site design, you should create a custom version of main.css. This file defines fonts and colors for every element in the default templates. When you customize this file, you only need to define the styles that you are changing; the portal will automatically import the standard stylesheets.

If you are making major changes to the site design, you should consider defining entirely new stylesheets of your own. The default versions of portal_home.tt2 and portal_sub.tt2 declare stylesheets by “including” stylesheet.tt2, which in turn declares the standard stylesheets. You can replace the “include” statement with your own stylesheet definitions.

If you choose to completely replace the existing stylesheets, you may want to consider either importing main.css so that you get some of the portal-specific styles, or at the least, copying the styles defined in main.css under the comment heading “Special-purpose Elements”.

The tutorial shows how to make changes to stylesheets, in the section Editing a stylesheet.

Metadot’s default stylesheets currently make use of CSS Level 2. If you’re concerned about compatibility with older browsers, you may want to avoid using CSS2-specific styles.

3.10 Customize page layouts, if these are used

Metadot Portal Server V6 allows you to select from several predefined page layouts that define how content page organizes its content. For example, there are page layouts to define two-column and three-column formats, and variations of each.

The HTML for each layout is defined in a template. Currently, the layouts are selected by layout_chooser.tt2, which decides which template to use. You can modify layout_chooser.tt2 if you like, or customize the layout templates themselves. The layout templates are named layout1.tt2 through layout7.tt2.

3.11 Customize other templates as needed

The portal uses a number of templates to create content. If you are making major changes to the site, it is likely that you will want to change some of these templates. The way to determine the template that you need to change is to load a page in the portal itself, look at its HTML source, and locating the HTML that requires changes. Generally, each template adds an HTML comment to identify its content. An example is:


<!-- BEGIN login.tt2 -->

         some html ...

      <!-- END login.tt2 -->

The HTML enclosed within these comments is generated by the template login.tt2.

If you want to change the HTML generated by Gizmos, typically there is one or more template for each Gizmo. For example, the NewsItem Gizmo’s HTML is defined in newsitem.tt2 and newsitem_full.tt2. The first version is for NewsItem when it appears within a page, and the second is for when it appears on its own. Currently, not all Gizmos are fully template enabled. Particularly, Calendar and Poll still call the older program code to get their HTML, so it will not be easy to customize those. Remember, you can customize much of a Gizmo’s appearance simply by modifying your stylesheet. For more information, refer to the Cookbook Technique Changing the appearance of a single Gizmo class.

4 Implementation Details

4.1 About skins

With Portal Server 6.0, Metadot has begun to using templates instead of embedding HTML directly into the Perl code. This will be a gradual transition, as there are many places in the code that are responsible for generating various messages, and page elements. The end result will be that Metadot Portal Server implements the Smalltalk Model-View-Controller (MVC) design pattern. This release implements Template::Toolkit as the View subsystem, and a diminutive controller has been implemented. In its current state, the controller only handles ‘show’ methods, and only for a subset of the available classes.

The main benefits to migrating to this design pattern are:

Developers have the ability to deeply customize the look and behavior of their portals without modifying the code base, thus maintaining forward compatibility.

HTML authors can customize the content using familiar tools and methods.

The site can easily modify its appearance, switching between different views, or “skins”, at run-time.
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Metadot has taken advantage of the opportunity to rewrite the HTML of the site to also bring Metadot Portal Server up to speed with Cascading Style Sheets (CSS). While the software has been using CSS for some time, the implementation was limited primarily to font customization. Each new template allows us to use CSS to its full potential. Styles are used to define layout, color, embellishments, as well as typography. The default stylesheet and templates also make substantial use of the cascading concept of CSS, to allow individual elements to inherit attributes from their containers.

4.2 CSS organization

The portal defines all of its default styles into stylesheet main.css. Main.css’s job is to define spacing and positioning, and in some cases to define the appearance of elements that generally will not be modified by web designers. Main.css also defines fonts and colors

These stylesheets use certain ID values to define major regions of the page layout:

	Element ID
	Purpose

	#header
	Contains the global page header.

	#footer
	Contains the global page footer

	#topnav
	Contains a horizontal navigation menu. By default, this appears below the page header.

	#container
	Contains all content between the page header and page footer

	#navcont
	Contains #navmenu, and any elements which should appear along with #navmenu. By default, this element also contains the search interface.

	#navmenu
	Contains a vertical navigation menu.

	#maincont
	Contains the content of the page itself, such as the page text and any Gizmos.

	#sidebar
	Used within #maincont to separate certain content to the side. By default, Newsitem, Poll, and Calendar display in #sidebar.

	#admin_bar
	Contains the WebBuilder bar


4.3 About Template::Toolkit

Template::Toolkit is a fast, powerful and extensible template processing system. It is ideally suited to the production and maintenance of web content and other dynamic document systems. When using Skin Mode, Metadot Portal Server uses Template::Toolkit for every page that it generates. Some of the pages are generated almost entirely using templates, while others use a thin wrapper template around legacy code that generates HTML directly.

For further details, please go to the Template::Toolkit home page at : http://www.template-toolkit.org/.

4.4 Template variables

Every page processed in Skin Mode has access to a common set of template variables. These variables are widely used throughout the skin subsystem to display dynamic content.

	Variable name
	Purpose

	self
	A reference to the Gizmo or Portal instance that is currently being rendered. self generally refers to the instance being rendered by the current template, and this reference changes according to the scope of the template that is being executed. For example, when rendering a page, self refers to the Category instance being rendered. Then, when rendering each Gizmo instance inside that page, the system executes a sub-template, such as discussion.tt2. Within the scope of discussion.tt2, self refers to the Discussion instance being rendered.

	portal_context
	A reference to a Metadot::RequestContext object, which specifies the context of a given request. portal_context has the following properties:

subject: the Gizmo or Portal instance that is currently being processed by the controller

op: the operation that is currently being processed by the controller, usually ‘show’ or ‘show_summary’

user: the Metadot::User object that is valid for this request. Note that the user reference can be different from the current user making the request. This way, it becomes possible for one user to view the portal as another user, though this capability has not been implemented. 

form: the CGI form variables that were submitted with this request

session: a reference to the Session object for this request.

locale: a reference to the Locale object for this request. This is currently not in use, but will be in an upcoming release.

request_vars: a reference to a hashtable of variables used in the request scope.

	portal_factory
	A reference to a factory object, which can create a number of other objects for your use. For template designers, the most useful method of portal_factory is get_home_object(), which returns the Gizmo instance that represents the portal home.

	portal_params
	A reference to the PARAMS hash, which stores much of the portal’s configuration.

	display
	A reference to the Metadot::Display object, which generates some of the HTML for the portal. Eventually, Metadot::Display’s functions will be replaced either by templates, or methods in Metadot:::MetadotController. In the meantime, Metadot::TransitionalDisplay is the class that is used in Skin Mode.

	user
	An alias for portal_context.user. See portal_context above.

	form
	An alias for portal_context.form. See portal_context above.

	session
	An alias for portal_context.session. See portal_context above.

	skin_manager
	A reference to the Metadot::SkinManager object used to manage the files for the current skin. For template designers, one of the key methods of Metadot::SkinManager is get_file_url(), which will return the relative path of a file that has been defined in a given skin.


4.5 Page composition

The portal composes each page recursively. Most pages will be composed first using portal_home.tt2 or portal_sub.tt2, depending on whether the page is the home page or not. [Note: The template portal_chooser.tt2 is a handy template that decides which of the previous two templates to use.] These templates in turn execute a number of sub-templates, such as page_header.tt2 and page_footer.tt2, to create their content.

For any pages that are instances of GizmoContainer, such as Category, an important step in page processing is that the template evaluates the children of the container, and then asks the MetadotController object to process them. These instances may in turn process their own children.

4.6 Local templates

Earlier, we said that most pages will be composed using portal_home.tt2 or portal_sub.tt2. There is a major exception to this rule: you can define local templates for any page in the site. A local template is defined as a template that is to be used to display a given page and all of the pages underneath it. Typically, this is used when a portal needs to contain multiple sub-portals, each with a distinct look and feel.

The local template feature is available to administrators while editing is enabled. To specify a local template, first navigate to a page other than the home page, and then click on the page properties icon [image: image6.png]


.

You will see some example text displayed, which indicates the current contents of portal_sub.tt2. You can replace any or all of the text in this template, to suit your needs. Another option is to create a template file, such as custom_template.tt2, upload that to your skin, then specify the filename as the local template.

4.7 Transitional templates

There are two important template files which are being used as Metadot transitions from the older model to the new template-driven model. These files, transitional_portal.tt2 and transitional_form.tt2, are used for any pages that are not currently template-driven. Generally, you should avoid making changes to these files.

4.8 User-defined content

Only administrative users can modify a site’s templates. However, regular end users have access to some of the Skin Mode’s templating features. Any user who has the ability to edit content can include Template::Toolkit tags to access some dynamic content. The variables that are accessible to end users are:

	Variable name
	Purpose

	self
	A reference to a hashtable that contains the properties of the instance being rendered. In this context, the variable self generally refers to the entire page being drawn, rather than individual content elements.

	display
	A reference to the Metadot::Display object. For end users, the most useful method of Metadot::Display is gizmotag(), which allows the user to include the content of any GizmoTag.

	user
	A reference to a hashtable that contains the properties of the current user

	form
	A reference to a hashtable that contains the current CGI form variables


Note that end users do not have direct access to Gizmo or User instances. This prevents users from accessing any of the object methods, which could possibly violate access control. Furthermore, any changes that end users make to the hashtables will not modify the objects in memory.

5 Basic Cookbook Techniques

The basic techniques in this cookbook describe procedures for accomplishing common tasks with Metadot Portal Server’s new Skin Mode. Based on our testing and deployments, we have found these techniques to be indispensable for creating functional and complete skins.

5.1  Changing fonts and colors

Most of the fonts and colors used by Metadot Portal Server in Skins Mode are set in main.css. You should create a custom skin, then override the values of main.css in your own skin. Any values not specified in your custom version of main.css will cascade from the default version of main.css. For step-by-step instructions, please refer to the Tutorial section of this document.

5.2 Changing the appearance of a single Gizmo class

You can change the layout of a Gizmo class by altering its template. Most Gizmo classes use one or two templates to define their appearance. For example, Item uses item.tt2 to define its HTML. You can create a custom skin, and redefine item.tt2 to modify its HTML. For step-by-step instructions on redefining a template, please refer to the Tutorial section of this document.

Rather than altering the template, you can make substantial changes to a Gizmo’s appearance using the stylesheet. For example, the output of an Item instance looks like this:


<div class="item">


  <span class="element_name">


    Sample Marketing Plan


  </span>


  &nbsp;

  
  <span class="element_attachment">


    <a href="some url”>

 
      <img src="/images/powerpoint.jpg" border="0"


           class="icon">

     </a>&nbsp;

     <a href="some url">

       Download

     </a>

   </span>


 <div class="element_description">


   Description of the marketing plan.

         </div>

       </div>

Note that the entire content of the item is stored inside a <div> element with class “item”. You can define a style for the item class to define the entire block that contains the item’s contents. Also note that most of the elements are defined within <div> or <span> elements. For instance, you can modify the appearance of the name or description properties by defining a style for the combination of item and element_name, or the combination of item and element_description. For example, you could define in fontcolor.css:


.item {



border: thin solid black;

      }

.item .element_name {



font-weight: bold;


}


.item .element_description {



color: blue;


}

5.3 Changing the appearance of a single Gizmo instance

The standard templates for Gizmos use gizmo.tt2 as a wrapper, which defines a <div> element with an id matching the instance id of the element being displayed. For example, the instance with id 1882 will be enclosed in the following <div> element:


<div id="instance_1882" class="gizmo">


  .. some gizmo output


</div>

To alter the appearance of this instance, you can specify:


#instance_1882 {


  border: thin solid black;

      }

#instance_1882 .element_name {


  font-weight: bold;


}


#instance_1882 .element_description {


  color: blue;


}

How does one determine the id number of an instance? The easiest way is to enable edit mode, then navigate to the page containing the instance. If the instance you’re interested in altering is a page, then simply navigate to that page. Then, examine the URL of any of the edit controls for that instance. Within the URL, you will see an argument “id=xx” or “iid=xx”, where xx is the instance’s id number.

To modify the HTML produced by a single Gizmo instance is a bit trickier. The most straightforward technique is to use a conditional clause in the template responsible for rendering that instance. For instance, you can use the clause:


[% IF self.id == 1882 %]


  Custom HTML for this instance

      [% ELSE %]

        HTML for all other instances

      [% END %]

5.4 Changing the appearance of all Gizmos

You can affect the appearance of all Gizmo instances at once by definining styles for the class gizmo, as in:


.gizmo {


  Background: url(some_image.jpg);

      }

If you need to modify the HTML generated by all Gizmos, you can modify gizmo.tt2 in your custom skin.

5.5 Displaying user information on a page

Each template has access to a variable user, which represents the current user. Normally, the user variable has the following properties available:

	Property name
	Purpose

	address_line_1
	The first line of the user’s street address

	address_line_2
	The second line of the user’s street address

	approval_needed
	Specifies whether the user has yet to be approved

	city
	The user’s city

	country
	The user’s country

	creation_date
	The date the user record was created

	email
	The user’s email address

	fax
	The user’s fax number

	first_name
	The user’s first name

	fullname
	The user’s full name

	home_address
	The user’s full home address

	home_fax
	The user’s home fax number

	home_telephone
	The user’s home telephone number

	homepage
	The user’s home page, as specified in the user profile

	icq_number
	The user’s ICQ number

	initial
	The user’s middle initial

	job_title
	The user’s job title

	last_name
	The user’s last name

	last_online
	The last time the user logged in

	mobile_phone
	The user’s mobile phone number

	nickname
	The user’s nickname

	notes
	The “Notes” field in the user’s profile

	pager_number
	The users’ pager address

	pager_phone
	The user’s pager phone number

	quotes
	The “Quotes” field in the user’s profile

	schedule
	The user’s schedule, as specified in the user profile

	state
	The user’s state or province

	telephone
	The user’s telephone number

	uid
	A number that uniquely identifies the user in the system

	update_date
	The date the user record was last updated

	zip_code
	The user’s postal code


You can insert user information in any page using the following syntax:

[% user.property %]

For example, to greet a user by name, you can use:


Hello, [% user.first_name %]!

If your site is using a custom User class, then the user variable may have more or fewer properties. If this is the case, consult with the developer who created your custom implementation for more information.

6 Advanced Cookbook Techniques

The advanced techniques are intended for use by programmers, who know how to create program code. Some of these techniques require an understanding of the Metadot Portal Server’s API and architecture; the documentation of these are outside of the scope of this cookbook.

6.1 Accessing the current Gizmo instance

The current Gizmo instance is accessible using the template variable self. This variable is a reference to the Gizmo object in memory, and provides access to all of the object’s methods. For example, the following code:

<div>[% self.name %]</div>

<div>[% self.description %]</div>

will yield the name and description of the Gizmo instance that is being processed by the Metadot’s view subsystem. Depending on the class of Gizmo that is being processed, you will have access to different properties and methods. For example, if you are processing a Message object, you can use the following code to access some class-specific members:

Message created on: [% self.creation_date %]

By [% self.author_name %].

The examples so far demonstrate accessing object properties. You can also access object methods, such as:


[% self.get_buttons %]

which will return the buttons for edit, cut, etc.

One important consideration is that the object referred to by self  varies depending on the object that is currently being processed by MetadotController, not necessarily the instance that was requested in the URL. For example, it is possible for one template to get an arbitrary instance foo, and ask MetadotController to perform some action against it. In that case, the templates used to process the secondary request will get a reference to foo, not the original instance that handled the request.

6.2 Accessing the home page object

From any template, you can use portal_factory to get a reference to the home page object. The syntax is:

[% home_page_object = portal_factory.get_home_object %]

The variable home_page_object will be a reference to the Gizmo instance for the site’s home page, which is typically the Category instance with id 0. You can then access any of its members.

6.3 Accessing a Gizmo’s child objects

Many Gizmos are containers, and its contents consist of child objects. Category is the original example of a Gizmo container; Separator is another. Typically container objects inherit from Metadot::GizmoContainer, which provides the methods get_all_childs_list and get_childs_list. The first, get_all_childs_list, will return all child objects of the given container, without regard to permissions. The other, get_childs_list, returns the child objects which the current user can access. An example of syntax is:


[% children = self.get_all_childs_list() %]

The variable children will be a reference to an array containing the child objects of self. You can also filter the objects according to class, using the syntax:


[% children = self.get_all_childs_list(type=’Calendar’) %]

which will return only child objects of class Calendar. Multiple types can be specified, such as:


[% children = self.get_all_childs_list(

types=[’Calendar’, ’Poll’]) %]

which naturally will return child objects of either type.

6.4 Accessing utility methods

The PortalFactory class provides a reference to the Utility class, which provides many useful methods. To access the Utility class, you can use the following code:

[% portal_factory.get_utility_object %]

Usually, you will access one of the Utility class’s static methods, such as:

[% portal_factory.get_utility_object.strip_html(

some_html )%]

where some_html is a string containing HTML. Other useful Utility methods are:

fetch_url(URL string): instantiates a user agent to retrieve arbitrary content via the web

get_structural_ancestor( instance, class name): returns the object which is a structure ancestor of the instance argument, and is an instance of the class name argument.

is_valid_email(email string): returns true if the string provided matches the standard format for an email address.

trim_clean(input string, length): returns a truncated version of the input string argument, with a maximum length of length, and truncated at word boundary if possible

6.5 Accessing the site image library

The site image library, a new feature of Metadot Portal Server V6, provides a simple means of uploading and viewing images for use throughout the site. You can get a reference to the site image library with the following code:

[% library = portal_factory.get_site_library %]

The library variable will contain a reference to a Category object, whose children are the members of the image library. To access the children, see the technique Accessing a Gizmo’s child objects.

6.6 Accessing form variables

The current CGI variables are represented by a hashtable available to all templates via the variable form. For example, if a CGI variable my_input was submitted in the request, you can access the value using:


Your input was: [% form.my_input %].

6.7 Accessing the user’s session

You can store objects in the user’s session via the session variable. Values stored in the session will be available in future requests, for as long as the session is valid. Session-scoped variables are specific to a single user logon.

You can set and retrieve values in the session using:


[% session.set_value(‘key’, ‘value’) %]


[% value = session.get_value(‘key’) %]

6.8 Using request-scoped variables

You can store objects in the request scope via the request_vars  variable. Values stored in the request scope will be available for the duration of the request.

You can set and retrieve values in the request using:


[% request_vars.key = ‘value’ %]


[% value = request_vars.key %]

6.9  Displaying the output of an arbitrary Gizmo instance

In order to correctly display the output of a Gizmo instance, you must send a request to the MetadotController object to process the instance. To do so, you must construct a RequestContext object, which informs MetadotController what instance to execute, and what operation to execute against that instance. The easiest way to create a valid RequestContext object is to clone the existing one, which is available to the template as portal_context. 

For example, container_elements.tt2 calls each of its child objects, and then asks MetadotController to provide to produce that Gizmo’s output:

1.
[%- controller = portal_factory.get_controller -%]

2.
  [%- FOREACH child = elements %]

3.
    [%- child_context = portal_context.clone(); 

4.
        CALL child_context.set_subject(child);

5.            CALL child_context.set_op('show_summary') -%]

6.    <div class="main_column_element">

7.      [%- controller.do(child_context) -%]

8.    </div>

Line 1 gets a reference to the Metadot::MetadotController object.

Line 2 loops through a list of elements that was passed to it by another template file.

Line 3 creates a new instance of portal_context, based on the current portal_context object.

Line 4 sets the subject instance, which will be self in another scope.

Line 5 sets the op which is being requested from the controller.

Line 6 begins an HTML <div> block

Line 7 captures output from the controller for the op and subject that were set in lines 4 and 5. At this point, MetadotController will process a new request, and the self variable will refer to the subject instance.

7 Troubleshooting

Here are some helpful tips for troubleshooting your skins.

7.1 Portal reverts to Style 1

If Skin Mode encounters a problem, such as an error when locating or processing a template, the system will revert to Style 1. You should immediately notice a difference in the appearance of the portal. If at all possible, your browser will display an error message that indicates the cause of the problem.

7.2 Forcing the portal to use the default skin

It’s possible for a custom skin to introduce a problem that prevents you from using the site. For example, if you include invalid HTML, it could cause the page to fail to render on the browser at all. In such cases, you can force the system to use the default skin instead. In your browser, append the following to the URL on your browser: 

&force_default_skin=1

This will cause the system to revert to the default skin, for your session only. All other users will still use the currently enabled skin, and that means they may be seeing any erroneous pages being generated by your skin. Once you have had a chance to repair the problem, then append the following to the URL on your browser:

&force_default_skin=0

Alternatively, you can resume using the currently selected skin by logging off and then logging back on. 

7.3 Enabling the fail-safe mode

It may be possible that an unforeseen bug in the Skin Mode subsystem may prevent browsers from properly displaying your site. You can enable “fail-safe” mode, which forces the system to use Style 1 presentation mode, instead of Skin Mode.

In your browser, append the following to the URL on your browser: 

&disable_skins=1

This will cause the system to revert to the Style 1 presentation mode, for your session only. All other users will still use the currently enabled skin, and that means they may be seeing any erroneous pages being generated by your skin. Once you have had a chance to repair the problem, then append the following to the URL on your browser:

&disable_skins=0

Alternatively, you can resume using the currently selected skin by logging off and then logging back on. 

8 Configuration Guide

The Configuration Guide is intended to help system administrators configure Metadot Portal Server to work with the Skin Mode. This guide assumes that you have a working Metadot Portal Server installation. If not, please follow the installation directions which came with your software distribution, which are located at /doc/md_guides/install/install.htm.

8.1 File system configuration

The portal server must be capable of managing the template files. Groups of templates are organized into skins, each of which defines a distinct look and feel for the site. Your software distribution includes the directory /sitedata/skins. This directory, and all files below this directory, should be owned by the web server account. If you are using Apache and Linux, you can do this by executing the following command, as root:

chown –R apache <METADOT>/sitedata/skins

Substitute <METADOT> with the base directory where your software distribution was installed.

8.2 Web server configuration

The skins directory must be served by your web server, using the path “/skins”. If you have configured the web server according to our installation instruction, you should create an alias to accomplish this. 

If you are using Apache, you should include the following directive in your configuration file:


Alias /skins/    <METADOT>/sitedata/skins/

Substitute <METADOT> with the base directory where your software distribution was installed.

If you are using Microsoft IIS, use the IIS Manager console to create a virtual directory under the default website. To do this, left-click on the default website icon and run the New->Virtual Directory wizard. Create a “skins” alias, and make it point to <METADOT>\sitedata\skins, where <METADOT> is the base directory where your software distribution was installed.

8.3 Application configuration

In order for the Metadot Portal Server application to know that you want to use the Skin Mode, you must include the following lines in <METADOT>/etc/metadot.conf:


skin_template_location = <METADOT>/sitedata/skins


controller_type = Metadot::MetadotController

If this is a new installation, these lines should already be present in your configuration file. Once these changes are complete, your portal should be ready to use.


If you are upgrading from a previous version, you will most likely have a previous presentation mode enabled. In order to enable Skin Mode, you should perform the following steps:

1. Log on to the site as admin.

2. Enable editing.

3. Select the menu option: Manage … -> Styles and Colors.

4. If the next page has the heading “Layout Customization”, then scroll to the bottom of the page and click on the button labeled “Advanced…”

5. Select the radio button labeled “Enable Skins.”

6. Press the button labeled “Save.”

Skin Mode should now be enabled.

9 Moving Forward

9.1 Further reading

In order to make the most of the new Skin Mode, you should review the following references:

Metadot Portal Server documentation: http://support.metadot.com 

Template::Toolkit documentation page: http://www.template-toolkit.org/docs/plain/index.html
Cascading Stylesheets, level 2 (CSS2) specification: http://www.w3.org/TR/REC-CSS2/
9.2 Contributing a skin

Once you’ve created a skin, you can easily download the skin as a PKZIP file, by going to the Styles and Colors page, selecting your skin, and clicking on the ‘Download skin’ button.

If you’d like to contribute the skin, email the resulting ZIP file to contribution@metadot.com. Please make sure that you specify a license in the skin’s information, so that other users will know the terms under which they can use your skin.

For more information about making contributions to Metadot, please visit the page:

http://www.metadot.com/metadot/index.pl/Product/Contribute
9.3 Getting support

Needs some help? The two main ways to get support on Metadot Portal Server are the community forum, and taking advantage of Metadot’s support offerings.

The community forum is actively used by many of Metadot’s users and contributors, as well as by Metadot’s internal development team. If you have a simple question, you may want to post it to the forum first. Metadot does not guarantee support via the forums, but we do make an effort to answer your questions. The community forum is available at:

http://www.metadot.com/metadot/index.pl/Product/Forums
If you have more intensive support needs, please review Metadot’s support programs. We offer different support programs to suit small or large organizations. More information about Metadot support is available at:

http://www.metadot.com/metadot/index.pl/Services/Support













































