


What is JavaScript Good For?


JavaScript is the language invented by Netscape (and partially adopted by Microsoft) to run programmatic functions in the browser. It is modeled somewhat after C and C++, and in that way it shares some roots with Java. 


JavaScript is good for any of the myriad functions which can be accomplished by scripting the built-in capabilities of the browser (client-side) instead of with server-side (cgi) programming. 


How Does JavaScript work?


JavaScript code is called either in-line, as in the case of JavaScript which writes html on-the-fly, or by branching from actions. Special attributes are added to some tags which can trap those actions for calling JavaScript routines (e.g., onLoad, onMouseOver, onFocus, etc.). 


For example, placing this code in-line will write html that tells the user what version of their browser they are using:


<script> <!--


document.writeln("<p>You are using " + navigator.appName + 


  ", v " + navigator.appVersion);


// --> </script>


More commonly, JavaScript is called from functions placed in the header of a document. This example document implements a simple MouseOver effect for the links on the page: 


<html>


<head>


<title>Simple JavaScript Mouse Over</title>





<script language="JavaScript"> <!--


imageON = new Image(); imageOFF = new Image();


imageON.src = "on.gif"; imageOFF.src = "off.gif";


function overit(imgname) { imgname.src = imageON.src }


function doneit(imgname) { imgname.src = imageOFF.src }


// --> </script>





</head>


<body bgcolor=white>


<p>


<img name="link1" src="off.gif" width=10 height=10 border=0>


<a href="http://www.weinman.com/wew/"


  onMouseOver="overit(link1)"


  onMouseOut ="doneit(link1)">


    My Home Page</a> <br>


<img name="link2" SRC="off.gif" width=10 height=10 border=0>


<a href="http://www.cgibook.com/"


  onMouseOver="overit(link2)"


  onMouseOut ="doneit(link2)">


    The CGI Book</a> <br>


</body>


</html>


(You can find a commented version of that code at <http://www.weinman.com/wew/js/>.)


In this example, the functionality of the JavaScript is in the overit() and doneit() functions defined in the head of the document. The code is called from the onMouseOver and onMouseOut event handlers in the body of the html document. 


Common Uses for JavaScript


Mouseovers are a very common use of JavaScript. In this simple example, as the mouse is passed over each of the links on the page, a small arrow appears to highlight the selection. This gives the user a sense of action as they peruse the list of links. 


�





In this more complicated mouseover example, the links are images which appear to fill in with color and text when the mouse passes over them. This is accomplished by replacing one image with another as the mouse passes over the link. The second image is colored, and has the text attached. You can use this technique to depress buttons or display alternate text, or for just about anything. 
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In fact, the images that are replaced needn’t have anything to do with the image where the mouse is. Take a look at this example page which was created just for fun around Christmas ’96. It displays a random image in a random location with random text on the status bar whenever you pass the mouse over the displayed image. See what too much coffee can do to a programmer here:


http://www.webmonster.net/solstice/





Sometimes you may have a page which doesn’t have room for a long list of links. In these cases, you may wish to use this simple forms-based menu which gives you a pop-down list of destinations. When one of the items is selected, the user is instantly linked to the new destination (without pressing a button). 
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You can also display dynamic information in a page with JavaScript. This simple clock is an example of such a display. Since the JavaScript is not able to update the actual html, this technique uses a textbox to display the dynamic information. 
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There are many, many, other uses for JavaScript. Since JavaScript was created by Netscape, it tends to keep up with new features as they are added to the browser. Popup control panels, manipulation of frames, and even control over style-sheets are all possible with JavaScript. 


Resources


All the examples (and some others) are available on the author’s web site: 


http://www.weinman.com/wew/js/


Netscape has an online reference for JavaScript:


http://home.netscape.com/eng/mozilla/3.0/handbook/javascript/index.html


There is also a new one for Netscape 4:


http://developer.netscape.com/library/documentation/communicator/jsguide/js1_2.htm


Yahoo! has a good page of JavaScript links:


http://www.yahoo.com/Computers_and_Internet/Programming_Languages/JavaScript/


MDN has one of the largest collections of JavaScript from around the net: 


http://www.mydesktop.com/internet/javascript/
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Bill can be reached by email at <wew@bearnet.com>. 
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