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Part 1: Flickr review
It was actually very easy to get good marks on this review but people did not do particularly well. Some groups produced a good QSEE diagram.  We were looking for constancy, accuracy and coverage of the ER model.  Even if we can't judge if one model is more accurate than another, we can see which ones are consistent and make sense and which do not. 

The objective of a conceptual model is to show relationships and leave foreign keys to the step in which SQL is generated. The majority of the models showed a good understanding of this idea, but a few demonstrated some confusion.

Where a relationship has properties, OO has a nice notation adding properties to the relationship itself. In ERM the approach is to create a weak entity.  

Apart from the diagram the coursework specification said you needed three sections – an explanation of the data model, a technology review and a usability review. 

Here is some advice for future reports: avoid using bulleted lists without any introductory text or conclusions. Always try to structure the text using section headings. Always include an introduction and a conclusion in a report. Pay some attention to presentation and formatting e.g. use justification and avoid using italic text throughout. 

It was also very important to try to critique Flickr rather than just blindly copy information from Cal’s talk and websites. One group seemed to have not listened to Cal’s talk at all and had made up the technology used on Flickr. Another group obviously had listened to talk, and went into some detail about how they debug it but their account still read like a list of facts rather than a good review.

System documentation

The system documentation was worth 40% of the mark yet most people handed in just one or two pages of explanation in addition to the code listings. One or two groups had some good ideas, but generally this was badly done. Group D included a diagram explaining how pages on their site linked to other pages. This was an excellent idea and very well done. Very few people had good well thought design decisions, but they are pretty easy: with a site like this you need to explain how you arrived at the data model, then how you decided on what functionality you would include, then how you designed the user interface. Within each of these sections you would talk about specific technologies e.g. JavaScript, sessions etc. 

Again the same suggestions for style and presentation mentioned for the Flickr review apply here. 

A missing feature from (nearly) all assignments was a map of the relationship between scripts. This is something which I should have included explicitly in the specification for the assignment.  Perhaps as a result, the code listing seem to sometimes contain multiple versions of script, showing stages of development. This redundant code should have been pruned out.
User interface

Most looked very good,  some really good.  Sometimes navigation was confusing: only an few assignments provided any overall design for how pages linked together. 

Another important issue is how feedback is given when errors in input occur, either those detectable in the client (missing mandatory fields) or only on the server (duplicate username, incorrect password..).

Another issue is feedback from a user action.  One version showed the photo whih had been loaded, not just a message as in my sample code.  a further refinement would be to allow the user then to set title and tags, when the image is on the screen.  My photos are just numbered IMG0008.jpg so it's hard to tell which of many is being loaded.

Sticky forms are particularly useful when filling in a lot of data and an error occurs. I filled the whole form in 3 times on one application before I got it right, and nearly gave up. 
Automatic redirection was used a lot and sometimes not wisely.  Seeing an error message flash on the screen and then disappear, unable to be backed up to, is not a great usability feature - a sticky form with error messages added to the original is much better.  

Coding

Layout
Laying out the code neatly with indentation should be standard, but for some it was just all over the place, clearly not meant to be read.  Clean, regularly indented code helps greatly with error detection, readability and later maintenance.  One way to get the code layout out automatically is to use a symbolic link in Unix to give the file a different suffix of 'phps'.  Files with this suffix are recognised by the web server and passed through a pretty printer.  But this does not regularise the indentation.  
Commenting

Most of the code is self-explanatory, but there are places where novel features are used, perhaps using a bit of JavaScript, which is not at all obvious.  This is just where comments are required.  Another place where commenting is required is a general comment at the beginning of a script to describe the overall purpose, the author, date created and change history.
Attribution

 Attribution means indicating the origin of coding which was not your own.  This was very poorly done by some groups – copying code or other text without attribution amounts to plagiarism.   You can gain marks for designing the feature which uses the copied code, for researching sources and for customising the code, but of course you will not be given credit for creating it. We take a dim view of this, and will always consider formal proceedings for plagiarism where this is blatant.  In the worst case, code was copied with the acknowledgement actually deleted.  
Error handling

In PHP code on the web and in books, the writer often uses the @operator in front of a function call.  This indicates that error reporting is to be suppressed, just what you do not want when trying to get code working.  Similarly POSTing data back instead of GET means that data passed to the server is not visible on the URL line which is no help in de-bugging, or in developing test cases.  When developing an new application or learning a new language write for ease of debugging - you can professionalise it when(if)  it goes into production.

Naming

Perhaps I should have made it clearer that the names I used in the sample code where designed to make it easier to see where a variable is being used – so they don’t have to be called 'nameinform' on the 'nameinPHP' in PHP – they could be the same.

In fact it is better to stick to the same name – I've seen code which uses:

nameinPHP, nameinform, username, photosite – all to refer to the same conceptual variable – as it is held in different logical places – in HTML, in PHP, in SQL , in cookies.  Much better to use the same name , perhaps suffixed to show where it is located, but not to use completely different names. Think about the naming convention carefully - I saw some very poor and misleading names.

My preference is for names which relate to things in the problem domain (photos, members) rather than things in the solution domain (rows, tables..) . So rather than the bland $row, use $member or $photoset or whatever is contained in the set of rows.  

mysql access methods
Mixing styles of access to table data is confusing.  You can use several methods, - mysql-fetch-array, mysql-fetch-assoc, mysql-fetch-object – just stick to one of them – using different methods is confusing and suggests code has been copied from several sources or written by different programmers without any prior agreement. 
Styles

Styles are better than lots of style-setting attributes embedded in the html – this is inflexible.  It also makes the code longer and harder to read.  Basic technique is to define a class eg. <p class="bold">  and then .bold{font-family: bookman old style} in the CSS.  I saw some code using invented tags - this is not valid XHTML - use div and scan with class instead.
Style sheets are better linked than embedded in every page – 

<link type='text/css'    href='master.css'  />

Common PHP code or HTML
Common HTML headers and footers can be included in the page by using include in the PHP script. This helps to ensure consistency across the site.   If there are minor variations, say in the title of the page, then make the header a PHP function and pass the actual title when the function is called.   For some submissions, I would guess that factoring common code into files and using a CSS style sheet would reduce the amount of code to be written and understood by a factor of 5  i.e. only 20% of the final code.
Functionality

Despite the statement in the specification that user login and authentication was not required, many groups put a lot of emphasis on this and other peripheral functions, often to the neglect of the core functionality of a photo album - to find and display photos.  

Gotochas

Additional spaces in included files before an HTTP header is output cause major problems.
Tricks

Pagination

Using the clause 'limit start, stop'  to display a subset (page) of photos -  this is a MySQL addition to SQL.  This approach does a full search (of photos containing a tag for example) each time a page is required. Only the results within the range of start to stop in the sequence (numbered from 1) of result is returned to the server-side script. . I presume a clever SQL engine is able to optimise.  
Additional code is required to set the values of start and stop as the user moves forwards or backwards in the set of results.  For a simple one photo slideshow, start and stop are the same. Hidden fields in forms are useful for conveying this data from the server to the browser, so it comes back in the next HTTP request.
Photo Page Layout 

When filling the cells of a table, it's tricky to work out where to generate the starts and ends of rows.

Here is a link to a script which demonstrates an approach which might be termed 'declarative' based on the mod operator.  I think it is neater and more obviously correct than other code I have seen using a more 'imperative approach:

  layout.php  Run  Source
Auto-increment
Defining an integer column to be auto-increment is a good way to generate a unique identifier, for say each photo in the database.  This property of a column can't yet be set in QSEE so it has to be added to the generated code, set using the SQL modify  command or updated in PHPMyAdmin when the table has been created.  The starting value can be set to be other than the default of 1.  

When a new record is created with an insert statement, leave the auto-increment column undefined and the database will then generate the next number in sequence.  There is a problem with trying to do this in PHP, for example with one query to get the maximum id value so far and then incrementing it.  These are two separate transactions in the database so they are not atomic, allowing another user doing the same thing to interleave their transactions, resulting in the possibility of duplicate ids.

When a record is added, in order to create a record which links to it you can get hold of the number just assigned using the mysql_insert_id()  function to get the value.
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