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Form Tags



About Forms

• Forms allow you to collect information from visitors to 

your Web site. The example below is a typical tech 

suupport form for a visitor to ask a question. More 

complex forms can be used to place online orders, give 

online exams, make database updates, and more.



Viewing Form Results

• To see the results of a submitted form requires an 

program on the server to process the form. Though it is 

not within the scope of this course to cover server-side 

programming, we will describe a server-side program we 

can used to display the form results without doing any 

programming. 



Forms and Form Variables

• Forms are used to collect user data and submit it 
to a CGI script or other program on the server 
capable of processing form data. In order for the 
form data to be processed correctly, the variable 
names in the form and in the CGI script must be 
identical. Form variables that do not have 
matching variables in the CGI script will be 
ignored during processing. The example below 
illustrates the variable names that will be used in 
the form examples in this lesson and then 
passed to a CGI script.



CGIecho and CGIemail

• Unless you are a programmer, you will need a prewritten 
CGI Script to handle form processing. A very popular 
choice for processing form data is CGIecho/CGIemail. 
The CGIecho script is used for testing a form's output, 
while CGIemail is used for sending the processed form 
data via email. We will use CGIecho for testing all the 
examples and exercises in this lesson. 



Formatting the Template File

• CGIecho/CGIemail requires a simple text file called a 

template to format form data. The template file contains 

both variables and free form text. Notice below that the 

text within the template is not restricted. Square brackets 

are placed around variable names "[variablename]", 

which the CGI script will replace with the variable values 

passed by the form. The name of the template file, 

"form.txt", can be any valid filename.



<form> Tag

• The <form> tag starts a form and the </form> tag ends it. 
All other tags associated with forms will not function 
unless they are inside <form></form> tags. Note that 
when editing forms, you often must hold down the "Shift" 
key while hitting "Reload"/"Refresh" in order to see your 
changes. On rare occasions, you will need to restart the 
browser to see edit changes to forms. If restarting the 
browser does not fix a form problem, then there is a 
mistake in the form itself. The form below is not 
complete; therefore the submit button does not function. 



Method & Action Attributes

• The previous example would not submit information 
because there were no form attributes describing what to 
do on submit. The "method" attribute, which determines 
how your form data is sent, can have a value of "get" or 
"post," but "method="post"" is the most common. 

• Next, the "action" attribute points to the script that will 
process the form. This example points to "cgiecho," 
which is a common testing tool for processing form 
email. Submitting this form example results in a list of all 
the variable names supported by this test script. 



Type Attribute

• With the form framework in place, we can now 
add functionality to the form. By default, the 
<input /> tag indicates a text input field. In the 
example below, the "type" attribute has been set 
to "text," but it is not required. 

• The <input /> tag has no closing tag, thus the " /" 
(there is a space before the slash) is placed at 
the end of the tag to make it XHTML compliant. 



Name Attribute

• The "name" attribute is used to define the 
variable name that will pass data. For the data in 
the variable name to be processed, it must 
match the variable name in the processing script 
exactly. Variable names are case sensitive.



Value Attribute

• The "value" attribute defines the default value for 

the input variable. If the value attribute is not 

used, a default value of "null" is assigned to the 

variable. The "size" attribute is used to set the 

length of the text input window, whereas the 

"maxlength" attribute defines how many 

characters of input will be accepted. 



<input> Tag

• To submit form data, use the <input /> tag, with 

the "type" attribute set to "submit." You can 

control the text on the submit button by setting 

the "value" attribute. 



Type Attribute

• To input a text field as a password, use the 

<input /> tag with the "type" attribute set to 

"password." The input field will display an "*" 

each time a key is pressed.



Type Attribute

• In any form, to give the user a way to reset form 

data to the defaults, use the <input /> tag with 

the "type" attribute set to "reset." You can control 

the text on the reset button by setting the "value" 

attribute. 



Form Check Boxes

• To input data using check boxes, use the <input /> tag 
with the "type" attribute set to "checkbox." The variable 
names used with each check box must be the same as 
the ones used in the processing script, or the data will 
not be collected. By default, any check boxes that are 
checked submit a value of "on," while unchecked boxes 
send no value. Notice that only the values for the check 
boxes under "Kitchen" show up in the results, since they 
use variable names that are recognized by the test script 
("data1" through "data5"). 



Value Attribute

• Add the "value" attribute to define the data sent 

when a check box is checked. In this example, 

all items send descriptive values instead of "on." 



Checked Attribute

• By default, check boxes are unchecked. You can 

establish the check box default as checked by 

using the "checked" attribute. 



Form Radio Buttons

• To collect data using radio buttons, use the <input /> tag 
with the "type" attribute set to "radio." The variable 
names used with radio buttons must be the same as the 
ones used in the processing script or the data will not be 
collected. By default, checked radio buttons submit a 
value of "on," while unchecked buttons send no value. 
Notice that all items under "Kitchen" use the same 
variable name (the same is true for the items under 
"Bathroom"). This is because a group of radio buttons 
permit the selection of only one choice from a list of 
options. 



Value Attribute

• The "value" attribute can be added to the <input 

/> tag to define the data sent when a radio 

button is checked. In the example below, all 

items have descriptive values instead of "on." 



Checked Attribute

• By default, radio buttons are unchecked. A radio button's 

default can be set as checked with the "checked" 

attribute, however, only one radio button per group 

should be checked (a group of radio buttons uses the 

same variable name). In this example, "Cups" is checked 

for the data1 variable and "Soap" is checked for the 

data2 variable.



Form Pull-Down Menu

• To input data using a pull down menu, use the <select> 

tag with the "name" attribute set to a variable used in the 

processing script. Next, define the items in the pull down 

menu using the <option> tag. The closing </option> tag 

is required in XHTML. 

• By default, the top item in the menu is selected, but you 

can set the default to any item in the menu by using the 

"selected" attribute inside one of the <option> tags 

contained within a <select> tag. 



Form Scrollable Menu

• To input data using a scrollable menu, add the 

"size" attribute to the previous example. With 

"size="4"," the first column doesn't scroll 

because it has only 4 items, the second scrolls 

since it has 5 items, and the third makes room 

for four items, but only displays two items on the 

menu. In this case, add the "selected" attribute if 

you wish to set a default value. 



Form Text Areas

• To input data using a text area (aka "edit 

window"), use the <textarea> tag. Place any 

default text for the edit window between the 

opening and closing <textarea> </textarea> 

tags. The "rows" attribute defines how many text 

rows tall the edit window is, while the "cols" 

attribute defines how wide it is. 



Form "Cancel" Button

• There is no defined "Cancel" feature in HTML, 

so we will improvise. To add a cancel button to 

any form, you make a separate form with the 

"method" attribute set to "get" and the "action" 

attribute pointing to an HTML file to be loaded 

when the cancel button is clicked. The cancel 

button is simply a submit button with the button 

text set to "Cancel Form." 



Create a form using "mailto:"

• Using the "mailto:" protocol is the only way to 

send form information without a server script. A 

"mailto" compatible form is nothing more than a 

form where the "action" attribute points to the 

recipient of the mail.

• By default the "mailto" protocol sends data as 

one long line.

• This method of processing form data should be 

avoided because functionality is not consistent in 

all browsers.



<button> tag

• You can also use the <button> tag to create your 
own image buttons and your own graphics.

<button type="submit" name="submit" value="submit">

<img src="images/Continue.jpg" alt="Continue" align="center" />

</button>

<button type="reset" name="reset" value="reset">

<img src="images/Reset.jpg" alt="Reset" align="center" />

</button>


