National Association of Empty Property Practitioners

Website Enhancements 2006 - Specification

	Contact Details for NAEPP

	Name
	David Gibbens

	Role in NAEPP

	Treasurer

	Home Address

	8a Parr Close

	
	Exeter

	
	EX1 2BG

	
	United Kingdom

	Evenings/Weekend Tel
	01392 258158

	Daytime Tel
	01392 265869

	Email (private)
	davidgibbens@yahoo.co.uk

	Email (work)
	David.gibbens@exeter.gov.uk

	NAEPP website address
	www.naepp.org.uk


About NAEPP

NAEPP is a small community of practice dedicated to supporting Empty Property Practitioners.  It has about 80 paying members and a further 100 associate members.  Annual income is around £6,000.  Most of this goes on admin and day-to-day expenses and the rest will be devoted to improving the website.  All Exec Members such as myself work for free.
Summary of :Proposed Changes

The NAEPP website needs upgrading from Drupal 4.6 to Drupal 4.7 with some changes to format and functionality to improve the user experience.  
Key aspects of the site

· There are two main categories of members – associates and full members.  Associate membership is free, full members pay £75 pa.  

· It is essential that the website offer special facilities to full members – otherwise they have no incentive to pay and NAEPP has no income!  The website is the main benefit of being a member of NAEPP.

· The key difference in the website is that the associate members have no access to the information library.  Everyone has access to the forums so we can encourage participation in the site generally and keep the community alive.  However we do need to keep flagging up the distinction between the two (eg see (f) below).
· The site hinges around the forums and the information library – that’s all.   Some tentative suggestions below for further features BUT those two will remain the heart of it.

· The access control mechanism which segregates out the content only available to full members relies on Taxonomy Access Control.   I have looked at both Organic Groups and SimpleAccess (to the extent of having had them installed) but I am satisfied that TAC is the right tool for the job.
Design Principles

· The philosophy is to keep the design of the site as simple as possible and the user interface as straightforward as possible.  Any fancy stuff added mustn’t be at the expense of these principles.

· The site relies entirely on standard Drupal core and contributed modules. There is currently no additional PHP code either in modules or on pages.  CSS files have been tweaked slightly – based on the Chameleon theme.  This situation needs to continue as far as possible for maintainability reasons but there  is an expectation that the proposed changes will required some additional code.
High Priority Changes
NOTE: the proposed changes are all based on current 4.6 modules.  I have not had time to explore 4.7 modules.
a) Ability (for admin only) to print out Member lists in some agreed tabular format; and or export them.  I realise this may be something one does via phpmyadmin rather than in the drupal site.  (I can learn basic procedures if you teach me but don’t have to time to figure them out for myself.  If easy to do by phpadmin but would take a while to program – just give instructions to do by phpadmin.)
b) “Advanced Category Search”: 
i) Change both menu item and screen title to “Search by Keyword”, 

ii) add some help text to the screen (tell me best way to do and I will do it or supply you the text); 

iii) reformat tabs to make it easier to see selected content type for search;
iv) layout screen better (reposition the various drop downs so they look more balanced) – maybe just put them in a single column. 

c) On the above and elsewhere change the footer to each piece of content so that:

i) Where it says: “By xxx”; we’d like this to say “Submitted by” etc. (otherwise very misleading on Information items as it implies they are authored by whoever has submitted them). 
ii) Ideally we’d like the person submitting to be a different colour from the taxonomy items listed in the footer.
iii) Ideally, we’d like their name to appear in format: forename surname instead of their userid.

iv) It would be nice if the taxonomy items could be preceded by a label “Keywords:”

v) It would be great if the “Add Comment” and “Read More” links were presented as a little buttons or again at least in a different font/colour from the taxonomy items.

vi) It would be nice (but possibly difficult….) to suppress the terms from the “Availability” vocab where they appear in the footer to posts (these terms are used by Taxonomy Access and are not really relevant to content as seen by the end user).
d) We’d like to add a “Notes” textarea field to the Information Item flexinode.  However – when I did this, all the records disappeared from the list. Fortunately, when I then deleted the field the records all reappeared. But some help required, evidently, to do this without losing all the entries from the list!  

e) We’d like Events to appear as the top block on the right-hand side of the page (just below search).  The site used to have the Events module installed but the calendar caused problems with the display on occasion.  I was pretty ruthless with anything that caused any kind of problem – just added our own flexinode of Event and thought that was good enough.   If we move to 4.7 and Events is now fully well-behaved we could look at having it back.

f) We’d like a rh block of recent information (library) items underneath the active forum topics block.  Needs to say “Full members only” – BUT – we would like the block and the titles of the documents to appear even if the associate user doesn’t have access to them so that they are aware of what they are missing.
g) Navigation issues: the big problem with navigation is when you go from a list – eg members or information library to an individual item.  The only way back to the list is pressing the back button on the browser.  Simple enough but not quite what people expect – they normally expect the application to offer that as a normal option.  So what people tend to do is as follows: you select an info item from the list and it pops up with the details of that flexinode.  At the top, it says Home>content so you assume that if you click on “content” you will go back to where you came from ie the tabular list.   However it takes you to the unstructured list of content instead.  That’s the kind of thing that easily compromises usability for our relatively unsophisticated users, particularly when confronted with apparently unstructured/random data.   Part of this problem is that it’s only an issue in some areas.  Eg for forums, the hierarchical navigation works well ie you traverse down the forums to the posts and then back up to the forums.  Proposed solutions would be:

i) A bit of text that tells them to use the Back button (more generic)

ii) A back button on the application screen (also generic)

iii) A link back to the specific list (less generic) 

h) A reliable way of emailing members.  Currently using Mail – I’ve only tried it once and it took for ever and I ended up sending out the same email twice.  I think it works but is there a better option?  Needs to email  out by role.
Medium Priority

i) Exclude ex-members from the Members list.

j) We’d like to see a couple of modules to just make the site a bit more lively:

i) Quotes module.  I just like the idea of putting a quote (or a joke) on the front page to attract people to what will always be a fairly dry site.   HOWEVER  - I did have this installed very early days and it seemed to cause the whole site to go haywire.  So would probably only want this if it is definitely robust.  
ii) Shoutbox: again – just to make things more lively

k) We’d like the information library listing page to have some brief text just indicating the fact that people who are not full members will not see much of the information library. Eg “Note: the complete library is only available to Full Members, not Associate Members or visitors to the site”.
l) Currently the 3 main columns of the site seem to have a fixed width.  It would be nicer if the middle column automatically resized to push the right hand side out to to the right hand edge, depending on screen resolution/size.

m) The format of Notifications is a bit crude.  We’d like it addressed Dear Forename not Dear UserID.  Ideally, we’d like the subject to say “NAEPP” not “National Association etc. “
n) Ditto on newly applying users, except in that case I would like to see the full name of NAEPP.  Some improvements desirable making the process more user-friendly when people try and log in before their account has been approved.
o) Legal module – Not currently installed.  I think this is quite a major deficiency at the mo. 
p) Modify the Member listing so that it concatenates surname and forename in the format surname, forename (so can be sorted in that order).  If it can be concatenated but that then prevents it being sorted, because it is not part of the underlying db, then possibly not….

q) Member blogs.  Don’t think anyone will be that bothered – but you never know…..

r) On the forum page, too much space is taken up between the links-line and the list of actual forums.  Preferred option is to move the 3 links into the menu structure (along with a fourth – “list forums”); alternatively but less desirably put the 3 links there all into one line.

s) A nicer text input editor for people to put their posts comments etc into.  Ideally more wysiwyg than what we have at the mo and making it easier to input links.  If such a thing exists and isn’t duff.  Tinymce? BBcode? BBcode Formatting Bar?

t) Improve the top menu to make it stand out more.  Possible drop-down sub-menus 

Low Priority

u) Mailhandler module – realistically, there a quite a lot of people who would probably still like to communicate via email rather than using the website.  I think we need to accommodate them if reasonably possible.  Mailalias also necessary if we go down this route.  Does depend exactly how time-consuming to implement.  

v) Use consistent fonts.  I think the lh menu block fonts are slightly different from those used in the rh block.

w) Colours: I thought it looked great on the crt’s I developed the site on.  But my tft monitor at work makes the yellow look so faint you can hardly see it whilst on on my laptop the yellow looks a rather dirty orangey colour.   Not life-threatening though.
x) Facilitate members putting their pictures up on the site (within the membership function).  This may already exist and I just haven’t explored it.

y) On the “my notify settings” tab (within “my account”), it’d be nice if it just explained what a “teaser” is – and the maximum length (currently set to 600 characters I recall) eg (under the relevant option) “The teaser is the first 600 characters of any content”.  Also – they do pick slightly convoluted ways of presenting things.  We’d have the subsection title, a question in normal English, and then the options which might then be rephrased “Yes” or “No”.   
Not Sure

There’s a few modules or bits of functionality that might be useful but I don’t know enough about them to decide.  Also there is a BIG issue for me about robustness and maintainability.  The more mods the more probs.  

z) RSS feeds?? Aggregator? Don’t understand ‘em.  Call me thick.  But if, for example, we had a block that picked up all the updates from Department of Communities and Local Government site that would be another incentive for people to use the site.  If that’s what RSS feeds do.

aa)  “Nice Menus” : looks as though this could integrate the top level menus with the lh side menu – a bit more professional – and free up the lh side for more informative blocks.  If this worked – We’d put it as a high priority.
ab) “Advanced User”: looks good – particularly the mass emailing thingy. But does it actually work?  What does “tested in 4.7” mean??  

ac) “Bad Behaviour” : well if it does any good, yes please.

ad) “Comment mover”: low priority right now but if the site starts to get more use it will be valuable.

ae) “Extended user status change notifications” – would help monitor what our admin person is doing.

af) “Favourite Nodes” – seems to be a global favourites list rather than per user; not sure about that but the principle of having favourites is good. Alternatively, ranking pages by hits would sort of do this automatically.

ag) “Userplus” – anything to minimise the admin/testing load.  This would help convert a live site to a testsite more easily.

Miscellaneous 

ah) The webhost is waytotheweb.com.  We have 5 SQL databases available, of which 3 are currently in use (but not seriously – just a testsite and a sandbox over and above the live site).

ai) The background to the development of the existing site was that I knew nothing about drupal, html, css etc and employed a consultant to take me through the processes involved in setting up the site.  I learned sufficient to tweak very limited bits of html in css files etc and turning modules on and off (and downloading and installing them).  Even that limited knowledge is now rusty as I did that over a year ago and haven’t touched the site since.  However, there is a strong preference for me to be able to help in the upgrade process to keep cost down and ensure there is some capability for us to maintain the site to some extent.   The extent of this would be by discussion but it would be done in such a way as to not hinder the developer and would be mainly in the area of tweaking css files.  I was happy with my original consultant as far as it went but I would now like someone with a stronger technical base to move forward with (there also some other changes in the pipeline that will probably require a more technical orientation).
aj) We assume that the developer will work on a test site – I normally did this by backing up the live database  and restoring it to another database. (Delete the old database, create new one, run sql from .gz file turn off notifications). I would then either replicate the changes in the live .css files or copy them from test to live via cpanel. If you are going to adopt another process we’d like to know about it.  You can probably do editing on some local version of the system but then I wouldn’t be able to see your work-in-progress.
ak) I’d be grateful for help in setting up a development environment on my Windows PC.  I’ve downloaded most of the components (MySQL, drupal, PHP) – just a question of getting them to work!

al) The testsite is at http://www.naepp.org.uk/testsite/drupal/welcome. I also created another version for more radical tinkering around: http://www.naepp.org.uk/sandbox/drupal/welcome
Drupal 5
It is now urgent to update the site as there have been delays identifying a developer.  We don’t want to wait for Drupal 5 unless it and the relevant modules are clearly available and robust and there are compelling reasons for doing so. 
Update Process

The preferred approach would be:

· Start by upgrading to 4.7 for improved functionality in core, easier maintainability and access to a greater range of modules

· Return to the included Chameleon theme and re-update it back to our preferred layout because I gather there are some significant differences between the themes (.css?) between the two versions of Drupal.

· Then we’ll add and improve modules. 

· Then we’ll refine the design.

· Finally go live

Next steps

am) We need to agree firm spec and price (with some degree of flexibility in the price to take account of unkowns).   A price per hour would be acceptable for some aspects of the process (given sufficient indications of the time requirement) but not for all of it.   This would presumably be based on the developer having looked at the list and, in further discussion, agreeing the best approach including eg use of new/different modules.  Price will not be the over-riding factor in selecting the developer if more than one comes forward but any proposal clearly needs to be affordable.  We assume that an experienced developer would be able to deliver a good many of the proposed enhancements in matters of part-hours and hours.  My key consideration will  be establishing a good working relationship with the person concerned.
an) The above process would need to start with an expression of interest by email, including whatever info a developer might wish to include about themselves or any proposals for the site or upgrade process, followed  by a telephone discussion.

ao) We would like to get a clear idea of the required elapse time and when work could start.
o0o
David Gibbens, 29th November 2006

� Unpaid


� NAEPP is not big enough to have its own office





