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Using Forms 
Introduction 

Forms are a quick way to get an document to a user, have them gill out the spaces you’ve 
set up, and send the data back to you. We’re all familiar with paper forms, which you fill 
out manually and then fax, hand deliver or mail back to whoever needs the information. 
But more and more, people are using electronic forms, which are somewhat more 
complex to create but MUCH easier for people to use…. And vastly quicker! 

Forms on the Web are essentially HTML documents you create however you create your 
HTML: by writing native HTML, or by using an editor. The problem is, after a form has 
been created on an HTML page, there must be a mechanism to deliver the data to 
someone. That mechanism is a program, called a CGI script (Common Gateway 
Interface), which is called by the HTML document by the browser, but which lives on the 
Web server. That program is typically a PERL script, and that means you need a 
programmer to write it. The script usually either e-mails the data to someone, or uses it in 
a database of some kind. We haven’t resolved the database part, but we do have a 
workaround solution to the people who want the data emailed. 

A Word form is created using a y, usually, and has form fields within the cells of the 
table. The form is than protected, or locked, and sent electronically to the people who 
need it. Those people can open the document and print it, but they can type only within 
the form fields.  

Then they have to send it back to whoever needs the in formation, typically via e-mail. 
You can link to these forms from a web page, but like all rod documents, they can only 
be seen by Internet Explorer users. Netscape users can download the files, but only MS 
Office users can open them. 

Introduction to HTML forms 

HTML Forms are a way to collect information from a user via a web page and send that 
data to a program for further processing. It is not the intent of this class to teach 
programming or the handling of form data, but a basic mail program has been provided 
on our server by Derek Ryan to display the form data for class use.  

In practice, you place special input fields along with regular HTML markup. A user 
inputs data into the fields when browsing that page. When the forms are activated using 
the submit button, the browser will place the form data into variables and send that 
information to the program specified in the form. (See Derek’s page at 
http://web.netapp.com/~derek/.): 
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“I noticed that much of the cgi programming needed by folks who wish to use 
forms on the web involved simply mailing some data from the form to some 
specified recipient. Unfortunately, that usually means new scripting/programming 
for each new form. I decided to make it much easier, and wrote a generalized 
script that will allow web authors to generate new web forms without having to do 
any new scripting. It's called mail.pl, and I think it's relatively cool. All you have 
to know is 1) how to make a web form, and 2) how to alter a few hidden input 
variables, and you can make your own arbitrary form and get the data sent to any 
address(es) you specify. (You can even specify which fields are required for form 
submission and mail.pl will check those fields and require them to be filled out 
before the form is submitted.)” 

-Derek Ryan 

Many forms enhancements have been added to HTML 4.0, but since these are not widely 
deployed, we will concentrate on the form elements available in HTML 3.2.  

A form basically works like this: Your viewer enters appropriate data, then submits the 
form. Or, the form can be cleared if the user makes a mistake.  After the page has been 
submitted, the browser calls the cgi script, which has been requested in your HTML 
document, which is mail.pl in our case. (CGI stands for Common Gateway Interface. 
CGI scripts are programs that can be written in C++, PERL, or other applications. 
Typically, HTML coders are not programmers so we have to work around this 
limitation.) 
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Example:  Basic Form Template for mail.pl 

(http://web.netapp.com/~derek/mailpl/template.html) 

Required Information


