
Chapter 11
Employing Forms



Key Skills & Concepts

● Understand the Concept and Uses of Forms in Web Pages

● Create a Basic Form

● Provide a Way for Your Form to Be Processed

● Use Additional Formatting Techniques for Forms

● Style Forms

One of the best features of the Web is its capability to enable new forms of communication 
and have them connect with other methods already in existence. Online forms are popular 

ways of facilitating such communications. For example, forms allow web site visitors to 
comment on a site, order a product, add a post to a bulletin board, sign a guest book, and 
register for a service. This chapter discusses how to create forms such as these and use them 
effectively on your web site.

Understand the Concept and  
Uses of Forms in Web Pages

The most basic purpose of any form is to collect information. When you register to vote, you 
fill out a form specifying your name, address, birth date, and political party affiliation. The 
form is collected and processed. The same basic concept holds true with online forms—they 
are filled out, collected, and processed. For example, Figure 11-1 shows a page with a form for 
people to post an item for sale on Craigslist.

Just as paper forms must have once been written, typed, or otherwise created, online forms 
need to be coded. This can be accomplished with HTML alone or by combining HTML with 
other technologies. For the purposes of this chapter, we will use HTML to create our forms.

Create a Basic Form
Even the most basic forms have the same structure. This includes opening and closing form 
tags, input controls, and processing methods. The form tags surround the entire form, just as 
html tags surround the entire HTML document.

<form> 
 ... content goes here ... 
</form>



 

First, let’s discuss input controls, or ways for users to enter data. For example, for you 
to enter your name on a form, there must be a space for you to do so. This space is what I’m 
referring to when I use the phrase input control or simply “control.” Figure 11-1 contains some 
of the following input controls.

● Text inputs

● Check boxes

● Radio buttons

● Select menus

● File selects

● Buttons (submit buttons, reset buttons, and push buttons)

● Hidden controls

Figure 11-1  Online forms have a variety of uses, from sending messages to searching for 
keywords.
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NOTE
You can also use the object tag (discussed in Chapter 7) to embed objects within 
forms. These are called object controls.

Because the majority of these controls are created with an input tag, the actual 
description of which control you want to include is made through the type attribute, as in the 
following example:

<form> 
   <input type="text" /> 
</form>

The next sections explain the specific types of controls created with the input tag, as well 
as a few others that aren’t created by it.

Text Input
Two types of text input are afforded in HTML: single-line text boxes (called text fields) and 
multiple-line text areas.

Single-Line Text Fields
The most basic type of input control is the single-line text field. This control is a space, 
resembling a box, that can contain a single line of text. Usually, text fields are preceded by 
descriptive text telling the user what to enter in the box. For example:

<form> 
   Please enter your first name: <input type="text" /><br /> 
   Please enter your last name: <input type="text" /> 
</form>

As the following illustration shows, text fields are single-line white spaces that appear 
slightly indented into the page. Unless you specify otherwise with the size attribute, text 
fields are usually 20 characters in length.



 

NOTE
The sizes of text fields are specified in characters. However, it ultimately depends on 
the default font size in the viewer’s browser. This means even though you might specify 
a text field to be 25 characters in length, it may appear larger or smaller on someone 
else’s system, depending on how that person’s browser is set up.

Any of the attributes listed in Table 11-1 can be added to this input tag to customize 
the text field. Of those attributes, perhaps the most important one is name. To process all the 
controls in your form, each one must be identified with a name. For example, when the form 
is processed, you could tell it to take whatever the user entered in the control you named 
“FirstName” and print that text at the top of an e-mail message.

TIP
Blank spaces between words in the values of some attributes can cause problems 
in HTML and other coding methods. To avoid such problems when using the name 
attribute, many developers like to run any phrases together, capitalizing the first letter 
in each word. For example, instead of using “Middle Initial” as the value of your name 
attribute, use “MiddleInitial”. Just remember, these values are case-sensitive, which 
means whenever you reference that control later, you must also capitalize the first letter 
of each word. In addition, be sure to use unique names to avoid confusion when the 
form is processed.

<form> 
Please enter your first name: <input type="text" name="FirstName" /> 
<br /> 
Please enter your last name: <input type="text" name="LastName" /> 
</form>

The other three attributes—size, maxlength, and value—are optional. You can use the 
size attribute to specify the length of the text field in characters, while the maxlength attribute 
enables you to limit the number of characters that can be entered in that box. For example, if you 

Attribute Value(s) Description

name Name Identifies the control so that it’s correctly handled when the form is 
processed. This information isn’t displayed when the form is viewed 
through a browser.

size Number Specifies the length of the text field in characters.

maxlength Number Specifies the maximum number of characters that can be entered in 
the text field by the user.

value Value Defines what text, if any, should be present within the text field 
when it’s initially displayed on the page.

Table 11-1  Attributes for Text Fields



created a text field where users can enter their birthdays in the following format: mm-dd-yy, you 
could specify a maxlength of eight characters.

Every control has an initial value and a current value. An initial value is an optional value 
you specify for a control when you code the form, while a current value is whatever the user 
entered that is then processed with the form. For example, instead of giving directions in the 
space before a text field, you might use the value attribute to place the directions within the 
text field. If you do, and the user doesn’t enter any data, then the initial value you entered is 
sent along when the form is processed.

<form> 
<input type="text" name="FirstName" value="Enter First Name" /><br /> 
<input type="text" name="LastName" value="Enter Last Name" size="20" 
/> 
</form>

When the page is viewed, however, users may have to erase the phrase before entering 
their information.

Text Fields for Passwords
HTML enables you to create two types of text fields: one for regular text (as you just learned) 
and a second for passwords. The main difference between the two is that password text fields 
show text that’s entered as bullets instead of straight text.

You use password as the value of the type attribute in your input tag to create this 
type of control. The following is an example of the code for the preceding illustration:

<form> 
Please enter your username: <input type="text" name="UserName"><br /> 
Please enter your password: <input type="password" name="Password"> 
</form>

Although this may seem as if it adds a level of security to your page, it’s merely a way to 
prevent those looking over the user’s shoulder from seeing a password. The actual password is 

When the user types in a 
password box, the data 
is shown as bullets or 
asterisks instead of text.



 

not encrypted in any way when the form is processed, and therefore, this control shouldn’t be 
implemented as the only means of security for pages with passwords.

Multiple-Line Text Areas
When it’s necessary to allow your web site visitors to enter more than a single link of text, use 
a text area instead of a text field. Unlike most other form input controls, a text area uses the 
textarea tag instead of the input tag.

<form> 
We welcome your thoughts and opinions about our products.<br /> 
<textarea name="Comments"></textarea> 
</form>

To specify the size of the text area, use the cols and rows attributes.

● The cols attribute identifies the visible width of the text area, based on an average 
character width.

● The rows attribute identifies the visible height of the text area, based on the number of  
text lines.

Because the sizes of the rows and cols attributes relate to the character width in the 
browser, the actual size of the text area may differ, depending on the user’s settings. Scroll bars 
may appear when users attempt to enter more data than can be displayed in the visible text area.

You don’t use the value attribute in this tag to create an initial value that prints within the 
text area. Instead, include any text you want to print within the text area between the opening 
and closing textarea tags. Figure 11-2 shows how the following code might be displayed in 
a browser.

<form> 
We welcome your thoughts and opinions about our products.<br /> 
<textarea name="Comments" cols="30" rows="5">Type your comments 
here.</textarea> 
</form>

TIP
You can control whether scroll bars appear on your text area with the CSS overflow 
property. For example, setting overflow: scroll forces scroll bars to appear, while 
overflow: auto leaves it up to the browser to decide based on the amount of text 
entered.

Radio Buttons
Radio buttons are small, round buttons that enable users to select a single option from a list 
of choices. This is accomplished with the input tag and a value of "radio" in the type 
attribute. You might use radio buttons to allow those interested in receiving more information 
the option of choosing to do so via e-mail, phone, fax, or regular mail. When the user selects 
one of the options by pressing the radio button, the circle is filled in with a black dot.



TIP
Radio buttons are particularly useful for questions requiring a yes or no answer.

The name and value attributes are especially important to radio buttons because they 
help to make sure the data is processed correctly. Consider the following HTML code used to 
create the illustration shown next.

<form> 
How would you like to receive more information about our company?<br /> 
<input type="radio" name="ContactMe" value="e-mail"> e-mail<br /> 
<input type="radio" name="ContactMe" value="phone"> phone<br /> 

Figure 11-2  Text areas enable users to enter more than a single line of text. Any text you 
enter between the opening and closing textarea tags is used as the initial 
value of the text area.



 

<input type="radio" name="ContactMe" value="fax"> fax<br /> 
<input type="radio" name="ContactMe" value="mail"> regular mail<br /> 
</form>

Notice the name attributes contain the same value for all four options. This ensures these 
four controls are linked together when the form is processed. Because the type of control is 
“radio,” the browser knows only one option can be selected.

When the form is processed, it locates the selected option (meaning it looks for whichever 
radio button the user pressed) and transmits that option’s value along with its name. If I 
pressed the radio button next to the word “fax,” the appropriate name and value would be 
transmitted: ContactMe – fax. You can see how using words and phrases that actually mean 
something can be important.

If you want to set one of the radio buttons to be selected by default when the page is 
initially loaded, use the checked attribute in the input tag. Users can select a different 
option if they want.

<input type="radio" name="ContactMe" value="fax" checked="checked"> 
fax<br />

Check Boxes
Check boxes are similar to radio buttons in that they don’t let users enter any data; they can 
only be clicked on or off. However, check boxes let the user select more than one choice 
from a list of options. For example, you might use check boxes to give users the option to 
select which services they would like to receive more information about. When a check box is 
pressed, a small x or a check mark typically appears in the box, depending on the browser.

To include a check box in your online form, use the input tag and type attribute with a 
value of checkbox (note that check box is one word when used as an HTML value). Just as 



with radio buttons, the values of the name attributes for all the options should be the same. Use 
the value attribute to identify what is different about each option, as in the following example:

<form> 
Which services are you interested in?<br /> 
<input type="checkbox" name="Services" value="graphic design"> graphic 
design<br /> 
<input type="checkbox" name="Services" value="illustration"> 
illustration<br /> 
<input type="checkbox" name="Services" value="packaging"> packaging 
</form>

When the form is processed, the values of any check boxes pressed by the user will be 
transmitted to the server along with the value of the name attribute. So, in the preceding 
example, if I pressed the check boxes next to “graphic design” and “illustration,” the 
appropriate name and values would be transmitted: Services – graphic design, illustration.

Use the checked attribute any time you want a check box to be selected by default when 
the page is loaded. Users can uncheck that box if they want.

<input type="checkbox" name="Services" value="packaging" 
checked="checked"> packaging

Select Menus
Whenever you want to let users select from a long list of options, you might consider using 
a select menu instead of check boxes or radio buttons. Select menus are lists that have been 
compressed into one or more visible options, similar to those menus you find at the top of 
other software applications.

NOTE
Menus may appear differently depending on which browser or computer system is 
used. These examples show menus from both Macintosh and Windows systems.

Also called drop-down menus, this type of menu enables users to click an option initially 
visible, and then pull down to reveal additional options. Unless a number greater than 1 is 
specified in the size attribute, only a single option is visible when the page loads. This option 
is accompanied by a small arrow, signifying that the menu expands. When the size attribute 
is 2 or more, that number of choices is visible in a scrollable list. Figure 11-3 shows two select 
menus. The first one uses the default size of 1, while the second is set to size=3.

The select element is used to create the menu initially, while option tags surround 
each item in the menu. A menu asking users to choose their favorite color might be coded like 
the following:

<form> 
Please choose your favorite color: 
<select name="FavoriteColor" size="3"> 



 

    <option value="blue">blue</option> 
    <option value="red">red</option> 
    <option value="yellow">yellow</option> 
    <option value="green">green</option> 
    <option value="other">other</option> 
    </select> 
</form>

NOTE
If you don’t use the value attribute with each option tag, the text displayed in the 
menu will be transmitted as the option’s value when the form is processed. Based on 
my experience, I recommend using the value attribute whenever possible to avoid 
confusion when the form is processed.

By default, users can select one item from the list. If you’d like them to be able to choose 
more than one option, add the multiple attribute to your opening select tag. The way 
users select more than one menu item depends on their computer system. For example, 
Macintosh users hold down the COMMAND key when clicking, while Windows users hold down 
the SHIFT key, or the CONTROL key, to select noncontiguous choices in the list, and click.

<select name="FavoriteColors" size="3" multiple="multiple">

In addition, you can specify any item to be already selected when the page is loaded by 
adding the selected attribute to that item’s opening option tag. Users can select a different 
menu item if they choose.

Figure 11-3  The size attribute enables you to specify how many options in your select 
menu are visible at once.



NOTE
Don’t specify more than one item as selected, unless you also let users choose more 
than one option by adding the multiple attribute to the select tag.

<option value="red" selected="selected">red</option>

Submenus
The optgroup element is used to divide long menus into categories of submenus. The label 
attribute is employed along with the optgroup element to give the submenu a name. The 
following is an example of how to create submenus with optgroup tags, followed by a visual 
representation of how one browser displays them.

<form> 
Please choose the time and day that is best to reach you. 
<select name="TimeDay"> 
<optgroup label="Monday"> 
    <option value="Monday AM">Monday AM</option> 
    <option value="Monday PM">Monday PM</option> 
</optgroup> 
<optgroup label="Tuesday"> 
    <option value="Tuesday AM">Tuesday AM</option> 
    <option value="Tuesday PM">Tuesday PM</option> 
</optgroup> 
</select> 
</form>

File Uploads
Some online forms might require that a file be transmitted along with any data from the 
form. For example, you might provide the option for potential employees to submit a photo 



 

along with a job application being filled out online. This can be accomplished by using 
type="file" with the input tag.

<form> 
    <input type="file" name="PhotoUpload" /> 
</form>

NOTE
Check with your site’s system administrator before adding file uploads to your web form 
because some hosts do not permit users to upload files through the web browser for 
security reasons. In addition, even if file uploads are permitted on your site’s system, 
some adjustments to the host computer may need to be made.

For document uploads, most browsers display a text field followed by a button typically 
labeled Browse. By clicking the button, users can locate the file they want to send with the 
form on their computers (see Figure 11-4). After they do so, the browser prints the location and 
name of the file in the text field provided.

You can increase the size of the text field by adding the size attribute to the input tag.  
Because many file locations may be long, you might want to specify a size of 30–40 characters.

<input type="file" name="PhotoUpload" size="40" />

This tells the browser to expect a file input from the user.

By giving your control a name, you can 
reference it when the form is processed.

Figure 11-4  Users can locate the file they want to upload on their computers after 
clicking the button labeled Browse.



Hidden Fields
Depending on the type of form you are creating, you may need to include a hidden field. For 
example, many teachers create several versions of a test to avoid having students look over 
their classmate’s shoulder and cheat. In cases like this, you might make a special mark on the 
test identifying to which answer key it belongs. On web forms, these special marks are called 
hidden fields.

A hidden field is data attached to, and processed with, a form that cannot be seen or 
changed by the user. You can use as many hidden fields in your form as you’d like, using 
input tags with type attributes set to hidden.

<input type="hidden" name="TestVersion" value="3" /> 
<input type="hidden" name="Creator" value="Wendy Willard" />

TIP
This is also how you pass information from one form to the next when you start to build 
multipage forms.

Buttons
Buttons enable users to interact with a form. For example, to tell the browser you’re finished 
filling out a form and are ready to process it, you might click a button labeled Submit. You can 
create three types of buttons with HTML:

● Submit buttons Used to process a form

● Reset buttons Used to reset a form

● Other buttons Serving any alternative needs for buttons in a form

You can use the input or button tag to create any of these buttons. Although the input 
tag is supported by many versions of Internet Explorer as a way to add buttons to your page, the 
button tag wasn’t supported until version 4 of Internet Explorer. In either case, add the type 
attribute and appropriate value to identify which button you are creating (see Table 11-2).

TIP
On the PC, these buttons are displayed as rectangles with squared-off edges by default. 
On the Mac, these buttons have rounded edges.

Formatting with the button Tag
You may be wondering why I’d even mention the button tag when the input tag is more 
popular because it has been around longer. Well . . . while the input and button tags 
both create a basic gray button with text inside, the button tag has additional formatting 
possibilities. You may have noticed in Table 11-2 that, unlike the input tag, which doesn’t 



color or make the image’s background transparent.  

 

have a closing version, the button element has both opening and closing tags. This enables 
you to enter text, images, and other HTML that will be placed on the button when viewed in 
the browser.

For example, if I include an img tag between the opening and closing button tags, that 
image would be displayed in the center of the button when viewed in the browser.

<button type="submit" name="Submit" value="Submit"> 
<img src="sendmessage.gif" width="100" height="68" alt="Send Message"> 
</button>

When viewed in a modern browser supporting the button tag, that button might look like 
the following:

TIP
Remember, all buttons have gray background colors by default. If you want your images 
to appear seamlessly on the button, use that same gray as your image’s background 

Type of 
Button Description HTML

Browser 
View

Submit When pressed, this button processes 
the form.

<input type="submit" 
value="Submit" /> 
or 
<button 
type="submit">Submit  
</button>

Reset When pressed, this button resets all 
the form’s fields back to their initial 
values.

<input type="reset" 
value="Reset" /> 
or 
<button 
type="reset">Reset</button>

Button When pressed, an action or event 
is triggered, based on a predefined 
script or function. (This usually 
involves some scripting language 
such as JavaScript. For more 
information, see Chapter 16.)

<input type="button" 
value="Verify Data" /> 
or 
<button 
type="button">Verify  
Data</button>

Table 11-2  Types of Buttons



Try This 11-1

Graphical Buttons with the input Tag
You can also use an image as a button with the input tag by changing the type to image, 
as in the following example. The src attribute is then required to specify where to find the 
image. Likewise, you also should add the alt attribute to allow for a text description to 
display when the image does not.

<input type="image" src="sendmessage.gif" name="Submit" alt="Send 
Message" />

Graphical buttons created with the input tag are different from those created with the 
button tag because they aren’t placed on a button in the browser. Instead, they’re surrounded 
by a border, just like what’s around any other linked image by default. You can use style sheets, 
as needed, to turn off that border.

  Create a Basic Form
All web sites should contain some way for visitors to contact the business or organization. 
Otherwise, it’s like having an advertisement in the phone book that doesn’t list your phone 
number! This could be accomplished through a simple e-mail link, a listed phone number, or 
even a Contact Us form. In this project, you create a Contact Us form for Chop Point. The 
goals for this project include

● Creating a basic form

● Using several different input controls in the form

● Creating submit and reset buttons

NOTE
All the files needed to complete the projects in this book can be downloaded from 
www.wendywillard.com. In addition, you can view my version of the web site anytime 
by visiting www.choppoint.org. If you aren’t using the Chop Point site, you can tailor 
the project to your particular needs.

 1. Open your text or HTML editor and create a new file entitled contactus.html.

 2. Type all the HTML tags needed for a basic HTML page.

 3. Type opening and closing form tags.

 4. Using Figure 11-5 as your guide, type the HTML tags needed to create the form. (The text 
is also included in the .zip file for this chapter.)

 5. Save the file.

www.wendywillard.com
www.choppoint.org


</form>).

 

 6. Open your web browser and choose File | Open Page (or Open File or Open, depending on 
the browser you’re using). Locate the file contactus.html, which you just saved. Make sure 
the file appears as you intended it. Note: Nothing will happen when you try to “submit” 
your form, but don’t worry—we address processing forms in the next section. For now, 
we’re focusing on creating the form itself.

TIP
Using a new version of IE and can’t see the File menu? Try pressing the ALT key to reveal 
the main menus.

 7. If you need to make changes, return to your text editor to make changes. After making any 
changes, save the file and switch back to the browser. Choose Refresh or Reload to preview 
the changes you just made.

 8. If you’re using the Chop Point site, you can compare your files to the following code and 
Figure 11-5.

TIP
Do your text fields, select menus, and other controls appear? If not, check to make sure 
you closed your form tag (

<!DOCTYPE html PUBLIC "– //W3C//DTD XHTML 1.0 Transitional//EN" 
"http://www.w3.org/TR/xhtml1/DTD/transitional.dtd"> 
<html> 
<head> 
<title> Email a Camper </title> 
</head> 
<body> 
<h1>Email a Camper</h1> 
<p>You can use this form to send email to the camper or staff member 
of your choice. You are required to enter your name and email address, 
in case the person you're writing would like to reply. Enter your 
phone number if you want the person to respond by phone.</p> 
<p>Email is downloaded each evening and given to the recipients each 
morning at breakfast. Camp activities keep everyone quite busy, and it 
is normal for emails to go unanswered for a few days.</p> 
<form> 
<p>Your Name: <input type="text" size="25" name="author" /></p> 
<p>Your E-mail: <input type="text" size="25" name="email" /></p> 
<p>Your Phone: <input type="text" size="25" name="phone" /></p> 
<p>Who is this message for?<br /> 
<select name="who"> 
<option value="">Please Select</option> 
<option value="Camper:">Camper:</option> 
<option value="Counselor:">Counselor:</option> 
<option value="Senior Staff:">Senior Staff:</option> 
</select> <input type="text" size="25" name="recipient" /></p> 

(continued)



<p>Your Message:<br /> 
<textarea rows="10" cols="50" name="message"></textarea></p> 
<p>Would you like a response?<br /> 
<input type="radio" name="response" value="none" />No response 
necessary, just have fun!<br /> 
<input type="radio" name="response" value="email" />E-mail me back, 
please<br /> 
<input type="radio" name="response" value="phone" />Give me a call 
when you can</p> 
<input type="submit" name="submit" value="Send Message" /> 
</form> 
</body> 
</html>

Figure 11-5  Using this as your guide, create a form allowing visitors to e-mail campers 
(or staff members).



 

Online forms are a great way to get customer feedback. In addition, forms make it easy 
for your visitors to ask questions about products and services. This project gave you practice 
working on a basic form.

Provide a Way for Your Form to Be Processed
The phrase processing method refers to what happens to the form after the user enters all the 
data and presses the Submit button. Is it e-mailed to the site’s administrator or stored in a 
database? Or perhaps it’s written to another web page on the site, such as what occurs with a 
guest book or bulletin board. Many possibilities exist, which ultimately depend on the purpose 
of the form.

Inside the opening form tag, you need to tell the browser how to process your form. This 
is accomplished through the action attribute (which is required), as well as the method and 
enctype attributes (which are optional).

The action Attribute
The action attribute gives the location where the form’s information should be sent. This can 
be in the form of either an e-mail address

<form action="mailto:name@emailaddress.com">

or the URL of a CGI script.

<form action="../cgi-bin/form.cgi">

While the easier way to process a form is to have the data sent to an e-mail address, I don’t 
recommend this method. Because no official specification exists for using e-mail to process 
forms in HTML, the results achieved with this method vary according to the browser. In fact, 
many browsers don’t support this method at all. Perhaps the best use of this might be testing 
your forms before implementing a CGI script.

TIP
You might think of a CGI program as being similar to the mail carrier for your post 
office. This person picks up your mail and transports it to and from the post office. Some 
mail carriers drive trucks, while others drive cars or walk. Regardless of how they get 
there, they all take mail to the post office and bring mail back to you. In like manner, 
CGI scripts, regardless of which language they are written in, transfer information to 
and from the server.

CGI stands for Common Gateway Interface and refers to a program that sends information 
to and from the server. This program, also called a script, can be written in several different 
scripting languages such as ASP, PHP, or CFM. The most common of these languages is Perl, 
because of its ease of use and the large number of people who are able to write it.



CGI scripts must reside on your server (the computer hosting your web pages for everyone 
on the Web to access) in directories with special settings that allow them to be executed or run. 
For this reason, using a CGI script requires you to talk to the company that hosts your web site 
about whether it supports CGI scripts and, if it does, how to implement them. Most hosting 
companies receive questions about CGI scripts quite often and have pages of information on 
their web sites dedicated to the subject. When in doubt, visit your host company’s web site or 
call to see what your next step should be.

NOTE
One reason some hosting providers don’t allow CGI scripts on their servers is that they 
can infringe on the site’s security. If your hosting provider doesn’t let you use a CGI 
script, don’t worry. Several services are set up to host these scripts and process your 
forms for you. Check with your own hosting provider for referrals, or visit  
http://dir.yahoo.com/Computers_and_Internet/Internet/World_Wide_Web/
Programming/Forms/ for a list of companies providing these types of services.

What Does a CGI Script Look Like?
Just because a CGI script cannot be written in HTML, that doesn’t mean you can’t learn how 
to write one. As I mentioned before, I don’t consider myself a computer programmer and 
I didn’t study computer science in school. I can understand and write basic Perl scripts to 
process my HTML forms, though.

While creating CGI scripts (whether in Perl or another language) is beyond the scope of 
this book, Figure 11-6 shows what a CGI script written in Perl looks like. By showing this, I 
hope to give you an idea of what happens to the form data after a user clicks the Submit button.

Where Can I Get a CGI Script?
Literally thousands of free CGI scripts are available on the Web, and thousands of others are 
available for small fees. First, check with your hosting provider for referrals. Your provider might 
even have some scripts on hand for you to use, which are already set up to work on their systems.

If you need to find your own scripts, try looking at some of these sites:

● Matt’s Script Archive www.scriptarchive.com

● HotScripts.com www.hotscripts.com

● The CGI Resource Index www.cgi-resources.com

Pay attention to the documentation offered with each script because it should tell you how 
to customize the script for your needs and how to install it on your server.

The method and enctype Attributes
The two other attributes you’ll probably use in the opening form tag are method and 
enctype. The method attribute tells the browser how to send the data to the server. There are 
two possible values for this attribute: get and post.

www.scriptarchive.com
www.hotscripts.com
www.cgi-resources.com
http://dir.yahoo.com/Computers_and_Internet/Internet/World_Wide_Web/Programming/Forms/
http://dir.yahoo.com/Computers_and_Internet/Internet/World_Wide_Web/Programming/Forms/


 

TIP
For help deciding which method or enctype to use, consult your hosting provider or the 
creator of your CGI script.

The get method takes all the data submitted with the form and sends it to the server 
attached to the end of the URL. For example, say the script location is http://www.yoursite 
.com/cgi-bin/form.cgi, and the only data from the form is the user’s name (in this case, we’ll 
use wendy). If the method was set to get, here’s what would be sent to the server when the 
user clicked the Submit button:

http://www.yoursite.com/cgi-form.cgi?name=wendy

This method works best for searches where a small amount of information must be 
transferred to the server, such as the keywords you are searching for. For more comprehensive 
forms, the post method can be used. Instead of attaching the information to the URL of the 
script, the information is sent directly to the location of the script file.

Figure 11-6  This CGI script, written in Perl, was used to process a form that lets parents and 
friends e-mail kids at camp.

This is an example 
of how the value of 
the name attribute 
is used.

This part of the script gives 
background information 
and helps the server locate 
any necessary files.

Here is where the form 
data is actually processed.

This part tells the 
server what to do after 
processing the form.

http://www.yoursite.com/cgi-bin/form.cgi
http://www.yoursite.com/cgi-bin/form.cgi
http://www.yoursite.com/cgi-form.cgi?name=wendy


The enctype attribute, short for encoding type, tells the browser how to format the data 
when the method attribute is set to post. The default value is application/x-www-
form-urlencoded. Because this should work for most of your forms, you needn’t include 
the enctype attribute in your form tag unless you want to change the value.

For example, if you are allowing users to upload files with your form, you need to change 
the enctype to multipart/form-data, as in the following example.

<form action="myscript.cgi" method="post" enctype="multipart/form-data">

Use Additional Formatting Techniques for Forms
You can use many of the formatting techniques discussed in previous chapters to format your 
forms. For example, to make the label of a text field bold, you could simply add b or strong 
tags around the text.

<b>First Name:</b> <input type="text" name="FirstName">

If you refer to Figure 11-5 in the preceding project, you’ll notice the text fields are 
scattered through the page. If, instead, you want to have all the text fields lined up in a column, 
you could use a table to format your form.

Tables
When using a table to lay out a form, you will probably place each individual element in its 
own table cell. Perhaps the labels for the form (telling people what information to enter) might 
be placed in cells in the first column, while the input controls (text fields, and so forth) might 
be placed in the second column.

<form action="..." method="post"> 
<table> 
<tr> 
    <td>First Name</td> 

    <td><input type="text" name="FirstName" /></td> 
</tr> 
<tr> 
    <td>Last Name</td> 
    <td><input type="text" name="LastName" /></td> 
</tr> 
<tr> 
    <td>Mailing Address</td> 
    <td><input type="text" name="AddressLine1" /></td> 
</tr> 
<tr> 
    <td>&nbsp;</td> 
    <td><input type="text" name="AddressLine2" /></td> 
</tr> 

This cell is empty.

This text label is in a cell by 
itself in the first column.

This cell in the second column contains only 
the input control for the user’s first name.

This text field is a second line for users 
to enter their mailing addresses.



 

This attribute causes the text field to become active after 
the user clicks the TAB key three times.

This allows the text field to become active when the user types 
F and another key (ALT on the PC, COMMAND on the Mac).

The two columns are merged for this row to allow the Submit 
and Reset buttons to flow freely at the bottom of the table.

 
 
<tr> 
    <td colspan="2"><input type="submit" value="Send Form" /><input 
type="reset" value="Start Over" /></td> 
</tr> 
</table> 
</form>

Using a table like this enables you to achieve a more uniform look in your forms. Notice in 
the following illustration how all of the text fields line up vertically, regardless of how long or 
short the preceding text is.

TIP
Because determining where each text label and input control should be placed can 
initially be confusing, I recommend you first create the form itself before placing it into a 
table. As with any table, it may help to plan the form on paper before coding.

Tab Order and Keyboard Shortcuts
Chapter 5 discussed changing the tab order and adding keyboard shortcuts for links using 
the tabindex and accesskey attributes. You can also use these attributes to format input 
controls in a form. Remember, the tab index begins at 0, not 1.

Enter your first name (alt-f):  
<input type="text" name="FirstName" tabindex="2" accesskey="f">

Refer to Chapter 5 for details on using either of these two attributes.



This gives the label a name so that it can be referenced by the input control.

This references the previous appropriate label.

Labels
Whenever you include descriptive text before an input control, you are labeling it for users, 
helping them to understand what type of information they should enter. To link the label and 
the associating control formally, you can use the label tag and the id attribute. Each label 
can only be attached to one control.

<label for="birthday">When is your birthday? (MM/DD/YY)</label> <input 
type="text" name="BirthDate" id="birthday" size="8" />

NOTE
At press time, the use of either the label tag or the id attribute doesn’t change the 
way the page appears in a graphical browser.

Q: I used a table to lay out my web page and placed a form for searching in one cell. 
When I did so, however, I noticed a lot of extra space in that cell, which I can’t seem to 
delete by adjusting the padding or margins. What’s going on?

A: Unfortunately, this is a common problem. The root of the problem lies in understanding 
what kind of tag the form tag is. Tags in HTML usually fall into one of two categories: 
block elements or inline elements. Block elements, like the form tag and the table tag, 
are used for structure and layout on a page, while inline elements are employed to alter the 
appearance of text. For example, the b tag, an inline element, is used to make text bold, 
but it doesn’t alter the location of the text. Block elements do alter the location of text or 
other items on a page, and by default, many of them force a line break within the page. This 
means that wherever you place the form tag, a blank line is also inserted.

Q: Yes, but isn’t there any way around that?

A: The easiest way to fix this is to turn off the margins of your form with CSS. Using the 
form tag as your selector, add margin:0 and padding:0 to the style declaration to 
reset both values and remove any extra space. If this is a big problem on your page, a better 
option is to use style sheets instead of tables to lay out your form. This is discussed more in 
the latter part of this chapter, in the section titled “Use Styles and Fieldsets to Eliminate the 
Table Layout.”

Ask the Expert



 

This formal labeling process was new to HTML in version 4.01. Since then, it’s become 
an important technique for linking labels and controls, particularly to ensure your page is 
accessible to all users. The reason for this is, when tables are used, controls and their labels are 
often separated across table cells. This can be especially troublesome for nonvisual browsers 
when they try to link controls with the appropriate label.

<form action="..." method="post"> 
<table> 
<tr> 
    <td><label for="fname">First Name</label></td> 
    <td><input type="text" name="FirstName" id="fname" /></td> 
</tr> 
<tr> 
    <td><label for="lname">Last Name</label></td> 
    <td><input type="text" name="LastName" id="lname" /></td> 
</tr> 
</table> 
</form>

Groups
While the label tag is used to attach names to controls formally, the fieldset tag enables 
you to group sets of labels and controls. For example, if you had an employee application form 
with three distinct sections, such as Schooling, Work Experience, and Skills, you could use the 
fieldset tag to group all the labels and controls under these headings. The legend tag then 
gives a caption to the group, if you want to include one.

<form action="..." method="post"> 
<fieldset> 
  <legend>Schooling</legend> 
  <p>High School: <input type="text" name="HighSchool" /><br /> 
  College: <input type="text" name="College" /></p> 
</fieldset> 
<fieldset> 
  <legend>Work Experience</legend> 
  <p>Current Job: <input type="text" name="CurrentJob" /><br /> 
  Previous Job: <input type="text" name="PreviousJob1" /><br /> 
  Previous Job: <input type="text" name="PreviousJob2" /></p> 
</fieldset> 
<fieldset> 
  <legend>Skills</legend> 
  <p>Skill 1: <input type="text" name="Skill1" /><br /> 
  Skill 2: <input type="text" name="Skill2" /><br /> 
  Skill 3: <input type="text" name="Skill3" /></p> 
</fieldset> 
</form>



Most browsers supporting the fieldset tag add boxes around each group and place the 
caption from the legend tag in the outline of the box as a headline.

Disable Form Elements
When you want to restrict a user’s input for a specific element, you might use one of two 
attributes:

readonly 
disabled

The readonly attribute can be added to input controls so that users cannot change the 
values. For example, in the following code, the phrase ww1234 is displayed in the text field but 
cannot be changed by the user. If you try to type in a text field that has been set to readonly, 
an alert is displayed or heard, but otherwise, no change exists in the appearance of the box.

Your username: <input type="text" value="ww1234" name="UserName" 
readonly="readonly" />

The disabled attribute works essentially the same way, except input controls that are 
disabled also appear in gray or faded text to reduce their importance in the form. You cannot 
click in a text field that has been set to disabled.

Your username: <input type="text" value="ww1234" name="UserName" 
disabled="disabled" />



 

Style Forms
Most of the form tags you just learned can also be altered with style sheets. This means you 
could quite easily turn all of your text boxes green if you wanted to. It also means you can 
finally do away with those boring white and gray form elements! And because the form tag 
is a block-level element (just like the p tag), you can even style your entire form to have a 
particular background color or border.

To further illustrate this point, consider Figures 11-7 and 11-8. The first figure shows a 
basic HTML form (created with the tags discussed in this chapter) that has been placed in a 
table. The HTML used to create this form is shown next.

Figure 11-7  This is our very basic HTML form (inside a table) before CSS.



<form action="..." method="post" id="salesform"> 
<table> 
<tr><td width="50%">Name:</td> 
<td width="50%"><input name="name" type="text" size="25" /></td> 
</tr> 
 <tr><td>Company:</td> 
<td><input name="company" type="text" size="25" /></td> 
</tr> 
<tr><td>Preferred contact method:</td> 
<td><select name="contact-type"><option value="Email">Email</option> 
<option value="Phone">Phone</option></select></td> 
</tr> 
<tr><td>Email address/phone number:</td> 
<td><input type="text" size="25" name="contact-method" /></td> 
</tr> 
<tr><td>Identify whether this is your first time here:</td> 
<td><input type="radio" name="first-visit" value="yes" class="radio"> 
Yes, this is my first visit<br /> 
<input type="radio" name="first-visit" value="no" class="radio"> No, 
I've been here before</td> 
</tr> 

Figure 11-8  This is the same HTML code, with a style sheet applied.

Unfortunately, browser 
support for styling check 
boxes and radio buttons 
is spotty at best.



 

<tr><td>Select those products you're considering:</td> 
<td><input type="checkbox" name="products" value="Photoshop"> 
Photoshop<br /> 
<input type="checkbox" name="products" value="Illustrator"> 
Illustrator<br /> 
<input type="checkbox" name="products" value="Acrobat"> Acrobat<br /> 
<input type="checkbox" name="products" value="InDesign"> InDesign</td> 
</tr> 
<tr><td>Commments/questions:</td> 
<td><textarea cols="25" rows="5" name="comments"></textarea></td> 
</tr> 
<tr> 
  <td colspan="2">When finished, click this button to transmit your 
information to our sales team: <input type="submit" name="Submit" 
value="Submit" 
id="submit" /></td> 
  </tr> 
</table></form>

Figure 11-8, however, adds a style sheet to customize the design of both the form elements 
and the table. Notice the HTML code has not changed at all—the only addition is the 
following internal style sheet:

<style type="text/css"> 
body { 
    font-family: verdana; 
    font-size: 10px; 
} 
form#salesform { 
    border: 2px dotted #F60; 
    background-color: #fde6a2; 
} 
input, select, textarea { 
    border: 1px solid #F60; 
    background-color: #FC3; 
} 
textarea { 
    overflow: auto; 
    padding: 5px; 
} 
td { 
    vertical-align: top; 
} 
input#submit { 
    color: #F60; 
    font-weight: bold; 
} 
</style>



TIP
The key to styling forms (or any other page element for that matter) is in properly 
preparing the HTML code before you even begin the style sheet. Depending on your 
needs, this may mean adding ID attributes to each form element so that they can be 
referenced later. Or perhaps using the colgroup tag to enable easy access to each 
column (for styling purposes).

Use Styles and Fieldsets to Eliminate the Table Layout
What if you wanted to take your style sheet one step further, and use it to lay out the entire 
form, and even eliminate the need to use a table for layout? Not only is this a great option, it 
actually can make the design and maintenance of forms much easier. Consider the same form 
used in the previous section, this time coded without any table tags:

<form action="…" method="post" id="salesform"> 
<fieldset> 
<legend>Contact Information</legend> 
<label for="name">Name:</label> <input name="name" type="text" size="25" 
id="name" /> 
<label for="company">Company:</label> <input name="company" type="text" 
size="25" id="company" /> 
<label for="contact-type">Preferred contact method:</label> <select 
name="contact-type" id="contact-type"><option value="Email">Email</
option><option value="Phone">Phone</option></select><label for="contact-
method">Email address/phone number:</label><input type="text" size="25" 
name="contact-method" id="contact-method" /> 
</fieldset> 
<fieldset> 
<legend>New Customer?</legend> 
<label for="first-visit">Identify whether this is your first time here:</
label> 
<input type="radio" name="first-visit" value="yes" class="radio"> Yes, 
this is my first visit<br /> 
<input type="radio" name="first-visit" value="no" class="radio"> No, I've 
been here before 
</fieldset> 
<fieldset> 
<legend>Product Interest</legend> 
<label for="products">Select those products you're considering:</label> 
<input type="checkbox" name="products" value="Photoshop"> Photoshop<br /> 
<input type="checkbox" name="products" value="Illustrator"> 
Illustrator<br /> 
<input type="checkbox" name="products" value="Acrobat"> Acrobat<br /> 
<input type="checkbox" name="products" value="InDesign"> InDesign 
</fieldset> 
<fieldset> 
<legend>Message</legend> 



 

<label for"comments">Please enter your comments/questions here:</label> 
<textarea cols="25" rows="5" name="comments"></textarea> 
</fieldset> 
<label for="Submit">When finished, click this button to transmit your 
information to our sales team:</label> 
<input type="submit" name="Submit" value="Submit" id="Submit" /> 
</form>

Figure 11-9 shows the preceding table as coded, without any styling. While there is a little 
bit of structure, just from the fieldset tags, much of the content runs together across the 
screen. To prevent this, you could specify that the labels for each form element be displayed 
as block elements. You might remember this causes the browser to fill the screen horizontally 
with the element in question. So in the case of our form field labels, it forces the form field 

Figure 11-9  This form was created with fieldsets instead of tables. Even though it’s a bit 
jumbled now, a style sheet will make this form shine.



after each label to drop down to the line below. Take a look at Figure 11-10 to see what I mean. 
The following is the complete style sheet used to display the styled form.

<style type="text/css"> 
body { 
    font-family: verdana; 
    font-size: 10px; 
} 
form#salesform { 
    border: 2px dotted #F60; 
    background-color: #fde6a2; 
    padding: 10px; 
} 
input, select, textarea { 
    border: 1px solid #F60; 
    background-color: #FC3; 
    clear: both; 
} 
textarea { 
    overflow: auto; 
    padding: 5px; 
} 
input#submit { 
    color: #F60; 
    font-weight: bold; 
} 
label { 
    padding-top: 10px; 
    display: block; 
    font-weight: bold; 
} 
legend { 
    font-size: 14pt; 
    font-weight: bold; 
    color: #F60; 
} 
fieldset { 
    border-width: 1px 0px 0px 0px; 
    border-style: solid none none none; 
    border-color: #F60; 
    margin-bottom: 10px; 
} 
</style>



 

Figure 11-10  After the style sheet is added to this form, the content becomes more 
legible and organized.

As you can see, by comparing the table-based form with the fieldset/style-based form, 
you can achieve somewhat similar results with the two different types of coding methods. 
However, the latter—when combined with style sheets—is easy to code and maintain, and 
offers significantly more customization options. For more help with creating functional and 
stylish web forms, check out http://wufoo.com/gallery/. This online sample gallery has tons of 
downloadable forms and style sheets to help get you started.

http://wufoo.com/gallery/


Try This 11-2  Format the Form
Returning to the Contact Us page created in Try This 11-1, use additional formatting 
techniques to achieve a more uniform appearance of the labels and controls. Goals for this 
project include

● Grouping form elements with the fieldset and legend tags

● Styling the form

● Adding the method and action attribute to the form tag

 1. Open your text or HTML editor and open the file entitled contactus.html from Try This 11-1.

 2. Group the first three controls into a fieldset labeled Your Contact Information. Group the 
recipient and message into a fieldset called Your Message and place the remaining control 
into its own fieldset labeled Your Response.

 3. Use label tags to associate each form control with its text description.

 4. Add a style sheet to format the page in a similar fashion as was discussed previously, in 
Figure 11-10. (Feel free to adjust the colors, fonts, and so on, according to your tastes.)

 5. Add the action and method attributes to the opening form tag. For testing purposes, you 
can have the results mailed to your e-mail address or simply use a fake address for a CGI 
script. Set the method to post.

 6. Save the file.

 7. Open your web browser and choose File | Open Page (or Open File or Open, depending on 
the browser you’re using). Locate the file contactus.html you just saved. Make sure the file 
appears as you intended it.

 8. If you need to make changes, return to your text editor to do so. After making any changes, 
save the file and switch back to the browser. Choose Refresh or Reload to preview the 
changes you just made.

 9. If you’re using the Chop Point site, you can compare your files to the following code and 
Figure 11-11.

<!DOCTYPE html PUBLIC "-//W3C//DTD XHTML 1.0 Transitional//EN" 
"http://www.w3.org/TR/xhtml1/DTD/transitional.dtd"> 
<html> 
<head> 
<title> Email a Camper </title> 
<style type="text/css"> 
body { 
    font-family: verdana; 
    font-size: 10px; 
} 



 

input, select, textarea { 
    border: 1px solid #F60; 
    background-color: #FC3; 
    clear: both; 
} 
textarea { 
    overflow: auto; 

Figure 11-11  If you are using the Chop Point site, you may end up with a page similar 
to this one.

(continued)



    padding: 5px; 
} 
input#submit { 
    color: #F60; 
    font-weight: bold; 
} 
label { 
    padding-top: 10px; 
    display: block; 
    font-weight: bold; 
} 
    legend { 
    font-size: 14pt; 
    font-weight: bold; 
    color: #F60; 
} 
fieldset { 
    border-width: 1px 0px 0px 0px; 
    border-style: solid none none none; 
    border-color: #F60; 
    margin-bottom: 10px; 
} 
</style> 
</head> 
<body> 
<h1>Email a Camper</h1> 
<p>You can use this form to send email to the camper or staff 
member of your choice. You are required to enter your name and 
email address, in case the person you're writing would like to 
reply. Enter your phone number if you want the person to respond by 
phone.</p> 
<p>Email is downloaded each evening and given to the recipients 
each morning at breakfast. Camp activities keep everyone quite 
busy, and it is normal for emails to go unanswered for a few 
days.</p> 
<form action="mailto:email@email.com" method="post"> 
<fieldset> 
<legend>Your Contact Information</legend> 
<label for="author">Your Name: </label><input type="text" size="25" 
name="author" /> 
<label for="email">Your E-mail: </label><input type="text" 
size="25" name="email" /> 
<label for="phone">Your Phone: </label><input type="text" size="25" 
name="phone" /> 
</fieldset> 
<fieldset> 
  <legend>Your Message</legend> 



 

    <label for="who">Who is this message for?</label> 
    <select name="who"> 
      <option value="">Please Select</option> 
      <option value="Camper:">Camper:</option> 
      <option value="Counselor:">Counselor:</option> 
      <option value="Senior Staff:">Senior Staff:</option> 
    </select> <input type="text" size="25" name="recipient" /> 
   <label for="message">Your Message:</label> 
   <textarea rows="10" cols="50" name="message"></textarea> 
</fieldset> 
<fieldset> 
  <legend>Your Response</legend> 
  <label for="response">Would you like a response?</label> 
  <input type="radio" name="response" value="none" />No response 
necessary, just have fun!<br /> 
  <input type="radio" name="response" value="email" />E-mail me 
back, please<br /> 
  <input type="radio" name="response" value="phone" />Give me a 
call when you can</p> 
</fieldset> 
<input type="submit" name="submit" value="Send Message" /> 
</form> 
</body> 
</html>

Many of the additional formatting techniques used with forms help to make them more 
efficient and accessible. This project gave you practice using some of those techniques to make 
an existing form more user-friendly.


