Planning an Expression Engine driven website

Throughout the Expression Engine websites I've built I've noticed some patters in planning and development that I reuse each time I start a new project. This is the checklist I use each time I start a new EE site as it helps me get most of the planning done on paper so setting up the site in EE is very quick and easy. While this cannot be taken as THE way or the BEST way, and there may be omissions when you try it for your project, this is simply a way one could use to plan and deploy a simpler EE site. 

Please note that many of the steps in here are going to be written to someone who has built at least on EE site before. Since I already inherently know many of the steps behind making these sites many of my checklist items are more complex than they initially seem. I do not support this document; you're on your own unless you have edits or improvements to this process!

Planning for your site to work with Expression engine

I always start an EE design on paper, this is a quick and transparent way to plan that you can easily share with your teammates. Here are some steps I commonly take to begin:

· Content Audit - Audit all of your content so you know what the meat of the site will be. If you don't have content, stop reading and go make some or think long and hard about what this site will offer its visitors.
· Create a sitemap of how you want all the information on your website to lay. If you can make an indented bullet list in Word, then you can make a hierarchy of sections and pages that form a decent sitemap.
· Make a list of the sections the website will have (ex. Cats, Dogs, Fish).
· Will your website sections have sub sections? If applicable take your list of sections, give each one 'children' that are to be your sub-sections.
· What is the content like in each section? Is it an article or image? Will content in one section differ from others? Think about the kind of web form you will need to enter content into each section of your site - this will form the basis of your custom form that is a key feature for entering content in to EE.
· Make a list of the different types of custom form you will need and the various fields each of these forms will require.

So, taking these various bits I can form a sitemap, list of sections, subsections and pages as well as get an idea of how content will be entered into the site. The following is how I often assemble this information.




Site map

· Home
· What is Kinetic Konnections
· Who we work with
· Why KK works
· Programs
· Program Options
· School Readiness Assessment
· Events
· Calendar displaying events
· Scheduling
· FAQ’s
· Articles
· Single article page
· Get Started
· Questionnaire 1 page
· Questionnaire 2 page


Weblog Sections, pages, notes and associations

Home
· URL: /home/
· Template Group Name: Home
· EE Content: This page will have the blurb from the about page displaying.


What is Kinetic Konnections
· URL:  /what_is_kinetic_konnections/
· Subpage URL: /what_is_kinetic_konnections/why_kk_works/
· Weblog Name: what_is_kk
· Template Group Name: what_is_kinetic_konnections
· Custom Form Name: general
· Subpages: Links in left rail to all other articles posted under this section.


Programs
· URL: /programs/
· Subpage URL: /programs/program_title/
· Weblog Name: programs
· Template Group Name: programs
· Custom Form Name: general
· Subpages: Links to each article entered into Programs weblog will display in right rail and be a permalink to that page.

Events
· URL: /events/
· Weblog Name: events
· Template Group Name: events
· Custom Form Name: general
· EE Content: This will be a calendar with modal-window pop ups.

Scheduling
· URL: /scheduling/
· Weblog Name: pages
· Template Group Name: scheduling
· Custom Form Name: general
· EE Content: 

FAQ’s
· URL: /faqs/
· Weblog Name: faqs
· Template Group Name: faqs
· Custom Form Name: general
· EE Content: This page will not have a right-rail navigation and in stead will have a traditional FAQ layout with anchors at the top linking to articles below.

Articles
· URL: /articles/
· Subpage URL: /articles/article_title/
· Weblog Name: articles
· Template Group Name: articles
· Custom Form Name: general
· EE Content: 

Get Started
· URL: /get_started/
· Subpage URLs: 
/get_started/adult_questionnaire/ 
/get_started/child_questionnaire/
· Weblog Name: Pages
· Template Group Name: get_started
· Custom Form Name: General
· EE Content: Main page shows a little content with two large callouts guiding folks to either one of the questionnaire pages. Questionnaire pages will be web form that are filled out and emailed to Cara.



Contact Us
· URL: /articles/
· Subpage URL: /articles/article_title/
· Weblog Name: articles
· Template Group Name: articles
· Custom Form Name: general

Pages
· About Us
· URL: /about_us/
· Weblog: Pages
· Newsletter
· Privacy Policy
· Terms of Use


Custom Form(s)

form name: general
form fields:
{title}
{blurb}
{body}


Initial setup in EE

Now that you've done your paper planning, you're ready to get into EE and setup your sections. This is the 'button pushing' part of EE setup that is really easy to do if 1) you're familiar with EE and 2) you've done your paper planning right. This initial setup may shift over time, but this gives you the foundational setup to do other things in the near future like adding content and website templates. This is also a great way to get up and running so content experts can begin adding content into EE and get used to how it works. While I don't cover adding members and editors in this guide, after completing this section it would be a great time to turn your content editors loose on EE so they can begin filling the database with content. Having real live content is extremely helpful in setting up website templates as developers can actually see how the content will act in their newly developed templates.

1. From your list of Sections, create corresponding Template Groups in EE. You will also want to create an additional Template Group called "includes" where you will store the css, head and foot includes.

2. From your list of Sections, create corresponding Weblogs in EE

3. From your list of parent and child categories (if any), create your categories for each weblog and associate them with each weblog.

4. Create custom forms and fields based off the information above.

5. Attach your forms and categories to associated weblogs

6. Via FTP, create an "interface" folder in /domains/website.com/html/images/ this is where I dump interface images that are used by html or css documents.


Adding your content to EE

This step can take place now or after the next section entitled “Website assets install”. Now that your forms are all setup you can go ahead and start adding content to them in the various weblogs you’ve setup. What’s great about EE is that you don’t need the site templates completed if you want to start adding content. Just make sure your forms accurately represent what the templates will look like when finished.



Website assets install

Let's say your website has gone through design, everyone has signed off and you've developed the html and css for your design. General notes on how to break up your design for feeding into the EE template system are as follows. Again, this isn't definitive and is just a simple way to think of how this will work.

1. In your /domains/website.com/html/images/interface/ folder dump all the cut up images from your website development in here.

2. Update appropriate paths to images in your css

3. In the Template Group "includes" create a css file and copy and paste your css file into that template.

4. In your template group "includes" create an include for the head and foot of your site. For the head put everything above the “body” tag and for the foot everything from the closing “body” tag on down.

5. In your Home/index template copy and paste the remaining code to form the home page. Use the include ee code to link up to the head and body includes. Preview the home page to ensure it works.

6. Go back into the head include and setup the links to the other template groups in the main navigation.

7. Go to home and get live data feeding into the template from the “About” page blurb.
8. Setup unique body id’s so top navi can highlight
9. Setup sub-pages with left-rail links and get the links working.
10. Setup page titles


Debugging

Now that EE is setup and has content and it’s finally looking like a finished product, it’s time to walk through and check that it’s running properly and displaying content the way it should

· Use browsercam or some other method to view the site in multiple browsers. Take the time to walk through the entire site in Safari, Internet Explorer, Opera and Firefox.
· Check to make sure that every page validates as much as is reasonable and that no ‘rookie mistakes’ have been made in your html.
· Check that members have access to the areas they will need to update.
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