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Getting Started with
ASP.NET 3.5

Ever since the first release of the .NET Framework 1.0 in early 2002, Microsoft has put a lot of effort
and development time into ASP.NET, the part of the .NET Framework that enables you to build rich
web applications. This first release meant a radical change from the older Microsoft technology to
build web sites called Active Server Pages (ASP), now often referred to as classic ASP. The introduc-
tion of ASPNET 1.0 and the associated Visual Studio .NET 2002 gave developers the following ben-
efits over classic ASP:

0O A clean separation between presentation and code. With classic ASP, your coding logic
was often scattered throughout the HTML of the page, making it hard to make changes
to the page later.

0  Adevelopment model that was much closer to the way desktop applications are pro-
grammed. This made it easier for the many Visual Basic desktop programmers to make
the switch to web applications.

0 A feature-rich development tool (called Visual Studio .NET) that allowed developers to
create and code their web applications visually.

0 A choice between a number of object-oriented programming languages, of which Visual
Basic .NET and C# (pronounced as C-Sharp) are now the most popular.

0O Access to the entire .NET Framework, which for the first time meant that web developers
had a unified and easy way to access many advanced features to work with databases, files,
e-mail, networking tools, and much more.

Despite the many advantages of ASP.NET over the older model, using ASP.NET also meant an
increase of complexity and the knowledge you needed to build applications with it, making it
harder for many new programmers to get started with ASP.NET.

After the initial release in 2002, Microsoft released another version of the .NET Framework (called
.NET 1.1) and the development IDE Visual Studio .NET in 2003. Many people saw this as a service
pack for the initial release, although it also brought a lot of new enhancements in both the frame-
work and the development tools.
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considerably to the size of the download, both of them are invaluable for building ASPNET web
applications. If you don’t see the SQL Server option, you already have it installed. The Microsoft
Silverlight Runtime component is optional, although it’s probably a good idea to download it now
because you'll see more and more web sites using Silverlight in the near future. Click Next again.

4.  On the Destination Folder page, you can leave the Install in folder field set to its default if you
have enough space on your primary disk. Otherwise, click the Browse button and select a differ-
ent location.

5. Click the Install button. If you're using the web-based installer, the setup application will first
download the files over the Internet to your computer. During the installation process, you'll
see a screen (similar to Figure 1-1) that shows you the progress of the download and installa-
tion of VWD.

6.  Once the application is finished installing, you may get a dialog box asking to reboot your
machine. Click Restart now. Once your machine has started again, VWD is ready for use.

Figure 1-1

How It Works

The straightforward installation process guided you through the setup of VWD Express Edition. In the
Installer Options dialog box, you selected the MSDN Library — which contains the help files for VWD —
and Microsoft SQL Server 2005 Express Edition, Microsoft’s free version of its database engine. SQL Server
2005 is discussed and used a lot in this book, starting with Chapter 11. Appendix B shows you how to con-
figure security settings for the various versions of SQL Server 2005 using the free SQL Server Management
Studio Express Edition.

Now that VWD is installed, it’s time to fire it up and start working with it. The next section shows you how
to create your very first site in VWD. You see how to create a site, add content to a web page, and view that
page in your browser.
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You get a full description of all the windows, toolbars, panels, and menus in the next section, so
for now, just focus on creating a new web site. Click the File menu in the upper-left corner and
choose New Web Site. If you're using a commercial version of Visual Studio, you may have to
open the submenu New first. (Make sure you don’t accidentally use the New Project menu, as
that is used to create different types of NET applications.) The New Web Site dialog box appears
as shown in Figure 1-3.

New Web Site (=S
Templates: I: @

sual Studic installed templates
I ASPLMET Wb Service Wk Emply Web Site

My Templates
j Search Online Templates..,

A blank ASP.MET Web site [MET Framework 3.5)

Location: File System | CAUsersimar\Documentsiwisual Studio 20080AebSites\WebSl » | Browse,.,
Language: Wisual Basic -

Figure 1-3

4.  In the Templates section of the dialog box, verify that ASPNET Web Site is selected. Also verify that
File System is the selected option in the Location drop-down list. If you want, you could change
the location on disk where the web site is stored by clicking the Browse button and choosing a
new location on your computer’s hard drive. For now, the default location — a folder under your
Documents folder — is fine, so you can leave the location as is.

5.  Inthe Language drop-down list, you can choose a programming language you will use mainly
in your site. This book shows all examples in both Visual Basic and C# so you can choose a lan-
guage to your liking.

6.  Click OK. VWD creates a new web site for you that includes one standard ASP.NET page called
Default.aspx, a web.config file, and an empty App_Data folder, as shown in Figure 1-4. It also
opens the file Default.aspx so you can see the code for the page.

Figure 1-4
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7. Between the opening and closing <div> tags in the page, type the highlighted text and code:

<div>
<hi1>Hello World</h1>
<p>Welcome to Beginning ASP.NET 3.5 on <%= DateTime.Now.ToString() %></p>

</div>

O  You'll see code formatted like this a lot more in this book. When you are instructed to
type in code formatted like this with mixed background colors, you only need to type
in the highlighted code. The other code should already be present in the file.

O When you see code like this in a discussion — for example, in a How it Works section —
the highlighted code is the part you need to focus on, while the code with no background
is less important.

Q  Don’t worry about the code with the angle brackets (<>) in the welcome message; you'll

see how it works later in this book. Although this code may not look familiar to you now,
you can probably guess what it does: it writes out today’s date and time.

8.  From the Debug menu in VWD, choose Start Without Debugging (or press Ctrl+F5) to open the
page in your default browser, as shown in Figure 1-5.

£ Untitled Page - Windows Internet Explorer (S]]

\ AT |E, httpiiflocalhost431680ebSitel/Defa + | 5 | A | Live Search P -

¢ it | @ Untitled Page 5~ B - & v 5k Page = (G Tools +

o

Hello World .
Welcome to Beginning ASP NET 3.5 on 11/1/2007 5:03.39 P14 i
Done ﬁii Local infranet | Protected Mode: On 0z -
Figure 1-5

If you don’t see the date and time in the page, or if you get an error, look again at the code in
the welcome message. It starts with an angle bracket (<) followed by a percentage symbol and
an equals sign. It closes with a single percentage sign and another angle bracket (>). Also, make
sure you typed in the code exactly as shown here, including capitalization. This is especially
true when you are using C#, as that language is case sensitive.

If you get an Information bar warning about Intranet settings in Internet Explorer, click the bar and choose
Enable Intranet Settings. If you want to learn more about the implications of these settings first, choose
What are Intranet Settings from the popup menu.

9.  Notice how a little icon with a screen tip appeared in the tray bar of Windows, visible in Figure 1-6.
This icon belongs to the ASPNET Development Server. This web server has been started by VWD
automatically to serve the request for your page. You'll learn more about how the web server is able
to process your page later in this book.
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Just as with the earlier example, you can see that the resulting HTML is substantially different from the
original ASPX markup.

After you type in some text and click the button, the same process is more or less repeated: the web server
receives the request, the page is parsed, and the result gets sent back to the browser. When you click the
button, you cause a postback to occur, where any information contained in the page — such as the text you
typed in the text box — is sent back to the server. ASP.NET reacts to the postback by rendering the page
again. However, this time it prepopulates controls, like the TextBox, with the values that were sent to the
page. Postbacks are an important concept in ASP.NET, and you’ll see more about them in other chapters,
including Chapters 4 and 9.

VWD hosts a lot more windows and tool panels than those you have seen so far. The next section briefly
touches upon some of the windows you’ll most frequently use when building ASP.NET web pages. All
of the windows mentioned are accessible from the main View menu in VWD.

Informational Windows

Besides the windows that are visible by default when you start VWD, there are many more windows
available in VWD. You'll see most of them in action in the remainder of this book, but some are worth
highlighting now.

The Error List

The Error List, which is accessible from the View menu, gives you a list of the things that are currently
somehow broken in your site, including incorrect markup in your ASPX or HTML files and programming
errors in VB or C# files. This window can even show you errors in XML and CSS files. The error list shows
its messages in three categories — Errors, Warnings, and Messages — that signify the severity of the prob-
lem. Figure 1-12 shows the error list for a page that has some problems with its CSS and XHTML.

Error List
|0 1Enor| |L1Waming| | o Messages|

Description File Line Colurmn Project
H Walldation (C55 2.0): ‘balek’ is not a valid _ Ch NAebSitesy

walue for the ‘calor’ property.

4y 2 Walidation (HHTML 1.0 Transitionall: Element  Defaultaspx i1 & ChLWWebSite2),
‘div’ is missing its dosing tag.

Figure 1-12

The Output Window

When you try to build your site using the Build menu, the Output window tells you whether the build
succeeded or not. If the build failed, the Output window will tell you why the build failed. In the com-
mercial versions of Visual Studio, the Output window is used for other information as well, including
the status of external plug-in programs. Building web sites is discussed later in this book, including
Chapter 18, which deals with deployment of your web site.
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To avoid cluttering up the Toolbox with your own code snippets, consider creating a separate category
for them. You can do this by choosing Add Tab from the Toolbox’s right-click menu. Enter a name and
then press Enter, and your Toolbox tab is ready for use.

In the next Try It Out exercise, you get the chance to play around with the VWD IDE so you can customize
it to your liking.

Try It Out Customizing the IDE

In this exercise you'll practice with opening and rearranging the windows in the Visual Web Developer

24

IDE.

You'll also order the items in the Standard category of the Toolbox alphabetically so the controls are

easier to find. Don't be afraid to mess up the IDE. A little later in this chapter, there are instructions on how
to reset the IDE to the way it was when you opened it the first time.

1.

2.

If you closed your web site since the previous Try It Out, open it again, or create a new one using
the Start Page or the File menu.

From the View menu, choose Error List to open the Error List window. Notice how it gets docked
below the Document Window by default.

From the same View menu, choose Task List. By default, it will be docked in the same space as
the Error List, with the tabs for both windows next to each other.

Click the tab of the Task List and while holding down your mouse button, drag the Task List
away from its location in the direction of the Document Window. Once you release the window,

it will appear as a floating window in the IDE. To restore the window, double-click its title bar.
Notice how the tab returns to the same tab group, but possibly at a different position. To change
the order in which tabs appear in a tab group, drag a tab over the other tabs and release it at the
desired location.

If you want, you can repeat the previous steps for other windows that are visible in the IDE by
default or for the ones you find under the View menu. Spend some time familiarizing yourself
with all the different windows and how you can arrange them on-screen. Since you'll be work-
ing a lot with these windows in the remainder of this book, it's good to be familiar with their
locations.

Next, open the Default.aspx page from the Solution Explorer by double-clicking it. When the
page opens, the Toolbox should become visible automatically. If it doesn’t, press Ctrl+Alt+X to
open it.

The Standard category should be expanded by default, but if it isn’t, click the plus symbol in the
left margin of the Toolbox. Next, right-click somewhere on a control in the Standard category and
choose Sort Items Alphabetically. This puts the controls in alphabetical order in the Standard cate-
gory only. If you want, you can repeat this step for other categories of the Toolbox.

Right-click the Toolbox again and choose Add Tab. Type HTML Fragments as its new name and
press Enter. This adds a new category to the Toolbox that behaves just like all the others.

With the Document Window showing the page Default.aspx in Markup View, type <h1> between
the opening and closing <div> tag. Note that VWD automatically inserts the closing <h1> for you.
You should end up with the code window looking like this:

<div>
<h1></h1>
</div>
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10. Highlight the opening and closing <h1> tags, and then drag the selection from the Markup
View window onto the new Toolbox tab you created in step 8. The selection shows up as Text:
<hl></hl> .

11. Right-click the Toolbox item you just created, choose Rename Item, and typeHeading 1 as
the name.

12. Repeat steps 9 through 11, creating headings from h2 through hé.

From now on, whenever you need a heading in your document in Markup View, simply place
the cursor in the Document Window where you want the heading to appear and then double-
click the appropriate heading in the Toolbox.

How It Works

Most of the steps in this Try It Out are self-explanatory. You started off by opening a few windows that
you frequently need when building web applications. You then used the drag-and-drop features of the
IDE to rearrange the window layout to your personal preferences. You also rearranged the items in the
Toolbox so they are easier to find.

You closed the exercise by adding a few HTML fragments to a custom tab in the Toolbox. When you
drag any markup to the Toolbox, VWD creates a Toolbox item for it that contains the selected markup.
Whenever you need a copy of that markup in your page, simply double-click the item or drag it from
the Toolbox into the Markup View window. This is a great time saver for HTML fragments that you fre-
quently use.

Besides the Window layout and the Toolbox, VWD allows you to customize a lot more in the IDE. The
following section explains how to customize three other important IDE features: the Document Window,
toolbars, and keyboard shortcuts.

Customizing the Document Window

Visual Web Developer gives you great flexibility with regard to how text is displayed in the Document
Window. You can change things like font size, font color, and even the background color of the text. You
can access the Font and Colors settings by choosing Tools Options, making sure that Show All Settings
at the bottom of the dialog box is selected, and then choosing Environment  Fonts and Colors.

One thing | like to customize in the Document Window is the tab size, which controls the number of
spaces that are inserted when indenting code. To change the tab size, choose Tools Options, and then
under Text Editor choose All Languages Tabs. If you don’t see this option, choose Show All Settings at
the bottom first. | usually set both the Tab Size and the Indent Size to 2, leaving the other settings in the
Tab panel untouched.

With the exception of the Tab Size being set to 2, all screen shots in this book show the default setup of
Visual Web Developer.

Customizing Toolbars

Toolbars can be customized in three ways: you can show or hide the built-in toolbars, you can add and
remove buttons on existing toolbars, and you can create your own toolbars with buttons you often use.

25
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Enabling and Disabling Toolbars

You disable and enable existing toolbars by right-clicking any existing toolbar or the menu bar and then
selecting the appropriate item from the list. Once the toolbar is displayed, you can use its drag grip at
the left of the toolbar to drag it to a new location. You can drag the toolbars to any location in the IDE,
including to the left and right sides of the screen where they’ll dock as vertical bars. You can also create
them as floating toolbars and place them anywhere on the screen.

Editing Existing Toolbars

If you feel that an existing toolbar is missing an important button or that it contains buttons you rarely
use, you can customize the buttons on the toolbar. To do this, right-click any toolbar or the menu bar and
choose Customize. Next, make sure the toolbar you want to tweak is enabled by placing a check mark in
front of it. Then switch to the Commands tab, choose a category from the list on the left, and then locate
the command in the Command list at the right. You can now drag the command from the Customize
window onto the toolbar.

Removing a button from a toolbar is even easier. With the Customize window still open, right-click the
button and choose Delete.

While you're in the Customize dialog box, you may want to enable the Show Shortcut Keys in ScreenTips
setting on the Toolbars tab. This way, the toolbars for the button show the associated keyboard shortcut so
it's more likely you'll memorize and use them. Shortcut keys are often easier to use than their toolbar but-
ton or menu counterparts.

Creating Your Own Toolbars

Creating your own toolbar is useful if you want to group some functions that you frequently use. To cre-
ate a new toolbar, open the customize window as explained in the previous section. Click the New but-
ton and type a name for the toolbar. When you click OK, the new toolbar is displayed on the screen. You
can now start dragging commands to it the same way as when you're modifying the existing toolbars.

Customizing Keyboard Shortcuts

Another setting many developers like to change is keyboard shortcuts. Keyboard shortcuts are a good
way to save time because they allow you to perform a task with a simple keyboard command instead of
reaching for the mouse and selecting the appropriate item from the menu. To change the keyboard short-
cuts, open the Customize dialog box again by right-clicking a toolbar or choosing it from the Tools menu.
Next, click the Keyboard button. Locate the command for which you want to change the shortcut in the list
with commands. Since this list contains many items, you can filter the list by typing a few letters from the
command. For example, typing print in the Show commands containing field gives you a list of all print-
related commands.

Next, in the Press shortcut keys field, type a new shortcut. VWD allows you to enter a double shortcut
key for a single command. For example, you can bind the command Close All Documents to the com-
mand Ctrl+K, Ctrl+O. To perform this command, you need to press both key combinations in rapid
succession. Although a double shortcut key may seem like overkill, it greatly increases the number of
available shortcut keys.
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Resetting Your Changes

Don’t worry if you feel that you have messed up VWD by trying out the numerous customization options.
There are many ways to restore VWD to its previous state.

Resetting the Window Layout

This setting, accessible from the Window menu, resets all windows to the position they were in when
you first started VWD. This command is useful if you misplaced too many windows and ended up with
a cluttered IDE.

Resetting the Tool Box

If you removed a button from the Toolbox by mistake or even deleted an entire tab, you can reset the
Toolbox to its original state by right-clicking the Toolbox and choosing Reset Toolbox. You need to think
twice before you use this command because it will also delete all your custom code snippets.

Resetting All Settings

To completely revert all VWD settings to the way they were right after installation, choose Import and
Export Settings from the Tools menu. Next, choose the Reset All Settings option and click Next. If you
want, you can create a backup of the existing settings; otherwise, choose No, Just Reset Settings. Finally,
click Finish. This action will cause all settings to be reset to their defaults, including the Windows layout,
toolbox and Toolbox customizations, shortcut keys, and everything you may have changed in the VWD
Options dialog box. So, use this command only when you're really sure you want a fresh, new setup
of VWD.

If you followed along with the previous Try It Out exercises, and then started experimenting with the
customization possibilities, your IDE is now probably in one of two states: it either looks exactly the way
you want it, or it looks like a complete mess. In the former case, you can skip the next exercise; in the lat-
ter case, stay tuned to see how easy it is to clean up the chaos.

Try It Out Resetting All Settings

The following Try It Out shows you how to reset the IDE to the state it was in when you started VWD
for the first time. Make sure you really want to do this before you follow the exercise, as the next exercise
will reset all important settings, including Window and Toolbox customizations and all the options you
set in the Options dialog box.

1.  Start the Import and Export Settings Wizard by choosing Tools &> Import and Export Settings.

2. Choose the Reset All Settings option at the bottom of the screen and click Next.

3. Let VWD create a backup of your current settings by selecting the first item in the dialog box.
With this backup, you can always revert to the current setup by running the Import and Export
Settings Wizard again.

4.  Click Finish. The wizard resets all your settings and then displays a message reporting that the
settings were successfully reset.

5. Click Close to exit the wizard. You'll find that your IDE is now the same as it was the first time
you started it.
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How It Works

All the changes you make to the IDE are stored in an XML configuration file in your Visual Studio
Settings folder, which by default is located in a folder called Visual Studio 2008\Settings under
your main Documents folder in Windows.

When you choose to reset your settings, VWD overwrites your settings file with a factory default. If you
chose to create a backup, an additional backup file with today’s date in it is saved in the same folder.
With that backup file, you can restore the settings at a later time.

With some basic knowledge about ASPNET pages and VWD, it’s time for some real action. In the next
chapter, you see how to create ASPNET web sites and web pages in much more detail. You'll learn how
to organize your site in a logical and structured way, how to add the many different types of files to your
site and how to use them, and how to connect the pages in your site.

However, before you can proceed to the next chapter, there is one more important topic you need to look
at: the sample application that comes with this book.

The Sample Application

Building web sites is what this book is all about, so it makes a whole lot of sense that this book comes
with a complete and functional sample site that is used to showcase many of the capabilities of ASP.NET.

The sample site you'll build in this book is called Planet Wrox, a site that serves as an online community
for people interested in music. The site offers the following features to its visitors:

O  Reviews about CDs and concerts that have been posted on the site by the administrator.

O  The Gig Pics section, an online photo album where users can share pictures taken at concerts.

Q  The ability to switch between the different graphical themes that the site offers, giving you a
chance to change the look and feel of the site without altering the content.

Q  Musical preferences that influence the information you see on the site.

O  Access to bonus content for users who register for an account.

From an administrative perspective (that is you, as the owner of the site) the site allows you to do the
following:

Q  Add and maintain the reviews.
0O  Manage the different musical genres in the system.

Q  Decide which users you allow to access protected content such as special photo albums.
Figure 1-15 shows the Planet Wrox home page.
Figure 1-16 shows another page from Planet Wrox, but with a different theme applied. This page allows

users to enter their personal information and specify preferences with regard to their favorite musical
genres.
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