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No matter how much time and money you've spent on databases, your newspaper can't make the most of them unless all reporters, editors and researchers can use them.

For example, a database of campaign contributions is an important everyday reporting tool. As the resident CAR maven, you can set up the database and try to teach 50 people how to use Microsoft Access. Or you can spend a couple of hours creating a user interface that's simple enough for anyone to use, whether they've heard of  Access or not.

Staffers shouldn't require special training, or an appointment with a CAR editor, to find out whether the guy who just got a no-bid contract has contributed big bucks to the mayor or city council. A campaign database should be as easy to use as a street directory -- or easier. In fact, all a reporter should have to do is type a name, click the mouse button and hit the ENTER key (as opposed to the ANY key, which seems to trouble so many people). 

Luckily, most database programs come with tools that let you build complete, user-friendly applications without learning a programming language. True, they take some development time, but it's time well spent because more people will be able to use the information you've gathered. Just as important, you'll be freed from running simple but time-consuming queries to focus on more challenging projects.

Our Project: Building a Front End
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7. It will have the following features: 
1. A Main Menu with command buttons that  allow the user to display an alphabetical list of contributors or search by name or address. The menu will also include an Exit button. The menu will pop up automatically when the database is loaded.

2. A form that displays an alphabetical list of contributors with a command button that will produce a detailed, printed report.

3. A search form that allows users to enter the name of the contributor they're searching for. The search will produce a display form with a scrolling list of matching contributors and a Command Button that produces a detailed, printed report.

4. A search form that allows users to enter an address or fragment. The search will produce a form containing a scrolling list of contributors with matching addresses  and a Command button that produces a detailed, printed report.

The Database

The database is a real one. It records campaign contributions to Dutch Ruppersberger, the Baltimore County Executive (the equivalent of mayor). Baltimore County is a large, suburban jurisdiction adjacent to Baltimore City with a population of 700,000. The database contains 4,500 contributions totaling $1.1 million from 1993 through most of 1996. We assembled it by hiring a data entry form to punch in the entries from written reports. The contributions are in a table named DUTCH. Here are the fields:

Dutch Ruppersberger Campaign Database (All fields except Address are indexed)

Field
Format
Description

Date
Date
Date of Contribution

First
Text
First name

Last
Text
Last name (or entire name if Business)

Address
Text
Address of contributor

City
Text
City

State
Text
State

ZIP
Text
ZIP

Amount
Number
Amount of Contribution

Type
Text
"B" or "I" for Business or Individual

Predefined Queries and Reports

Since this tutorial focuses on the user interface, and you're presumably familiar with the basics of Access, we've included several predefined queries and reports to speed up the process. 

Queries:

QueryAlpha: An alphabetical list of contributors sorted by name. It contains two calculated fields. One is FullName, which combines the Last and First name for easier viewing and print formatting. The other is CSZ, which combines City, State and ZIP code.

QueryName: Identical in structure to the alphabetical query, but we'll modify it to let .users search for a particular name by typing in a search form.

QueryAddress: Contributors sorted by address. We'll modify it to let users search for a particular address by typing in a search form.

Reports

rptAlpha: A printed report based on QueryAlpha.

rptSearchByName: A printed report based on QueryName.

rptSearchByAddress: A printed report based on QueryAddress.

How We're Gonna Do This

We'll set up our front end using a combination of queries, forms, subforms, command buttons and macros. While queries and reports are familiar to all CAR specialists, forms, subforms and macros may be new.

Forms are used to enter data or display data from tables or queries. We tend to think of forms strictly as vehicles for data entry, but in Access, each form has two views. One is the form view, which is what we normally think of, with labeled fields in a box on the screen. The other is the datasheet view. This is the same information displayed as though it were a table or query, in rows and columns. Why do it this way? Because it's the only way you can display a scrolling list within a form that has other controls on it, such as command buttons. .

Subforms are forms embedded within forms. Your main form is a box on the screen, in what Access calls the traditional Form View. Your subform, based on a query, is usually displayed in Datasheet View, as a scrolling table. This allows you to add command buttons and other gizmos to the display.

Macros consist of one or more commands to the database. For example, you can create a macro to run a query or report, open a form, display a table or exit from the program entirely. How do we get a macro to run?  We can do it from the main database management box, or we can create a Command Button to run the macro.

Command Buttons are those little gray buttons you see everywhere in Windows programs. When you click on them, they do something. In Access, you can tell a command button to open a form, run a report, or execute a macro. Typically, we put command buttons in forms.

Now we'll go through this step-by-step. It may seem a bit odd to do things in this order, but it turns out to be most efficient in the end.

Step 1 - Build Your Main Queries

We've predefined three queries for this tutorial. When you develop databases at home, you'll build your own queries first. Each query will reflect one kind of information your users will be searching for (search by name, address, ZIP, amount, etc.). Each query will present that information to the user in a logical format. There's nothing magic about the queries defined here; they're just common sense.

Step 2 - Build SubForms based on your Main Queries.

Subforms are regular forms till you use them inside other forms. We'll create subforms for each of our main queries.

The Alphabetical List SubForm

 Let's start with the simplest one, the alphabetical listing. This looks like a lot of stuff to do, but it goes quickly and takes longer to read about than it does to do it.

1. From the database manager, click on Form, then click New.
2. A box will pop up asking you how you want to create the form and what table or query you want to use as a source for the form. Click once on Form Wizard, then click on the little arrow and  QueryAlpha from the list. Then click OK.
3. You'll see a box asking you what fields you want in the form. Click the little ">>" button to select all the fields. Then click Next.
4. The next box will ask what layout you want for the form. Click on Datasheet and hit the Next button.

5. A box will appear asking what style you want for your data fields. Select Standard and   click on the Next button.

6. A box will pop up asking what title you want for the form. Type subAlpha and click the Finish button. The form (in datasheet view) will appear on your screen.

7. This step is optional, but you may want to do it to protect your data from inadvertent modification. First slick on View/Design. This will put the form into design mode. Double-click on the little black box in the upper left hand corner of the form and select Properties. The properties box will appear. In the properties box, click on the cells entitled Allow Edits, Allow Deletions and Allow Additions and change their values to “No. This means people can't change what's displayed in the form.

8. Click on View/Form to make sure the information is displayed correctly.

9. Now click on File/Save to record your changes.

10. Close the form.

Repeat this process to create forms based on the other two queries, QueryName and QueryAddress. Save those forms as subName and subAddress.

Step 3 - Build display forms to contain  your subforms

These forms will display the results of the user's searchers. They'll contain the subforms with the data the user wants. 

The Alphabetical Listing Display Form

Let's start with the simplest form, the alphabetical display.

1. From the database manager, click on Forms, then New.

2. When the box asking you to pick a type of form pops up, click on Design View and hit the OK button. 

3. A blank form will appear on your screen. Size it by dragging the gray borders (sometimes they're white) so they occupy about two thirds of the screen. 

4. On the form toolbar, click on the Subform/Subreport tool (the little box just to the right of or below the graphing tool).

5. A small click-and-drag icon will replace the cursor. Starting about one third of the way down the screen and a half-inch in from the left margin, click-and-drag a box that extends across most of the rest of the form. When you release the mouse button, you'll see a subform with the title "Child0" or something similar and the word Unbound inside the box.

6. A Wizard box will appear asking you to whether you want to create a subform from a table or query, or use an existing form. Click on Form. In the dropdown box below, click on the down arrow and choose subAlpha from the list of forms. Then click Next.

7. A box will appear asking for a title. Just click on Finish.

8. You'll see a white box on the screen. This is the area that will display your contributors in a subform. It probably won't take up most of the screen, so you may want to resize it.

9. Now click on View/Form. Lo and behold, your subAlpha query appears as a scrolling box in the form you just created, complete with all the proper scroll bars.

10. Click on Form/Design to get back to the design. Resize the form and the subform to produce the display you want.

11. To get rid of the little subalpha tag, click on the tag and hit Delete.

12. Now hit File/Save and save the form as frmDisplayAlpha.

Add a Title and Command Buttons to Your Form

The Title: Click on the Label tool in the toolbox and draw a label across the top of the form. In side the label, type something like "Contributors Listed Alphabetically." Then hit Enter. You can use the font, point size and bold tools to make it pretty. Later on, you can add label boxes with other instructions or information.

Add a Return to Menu button.

1. Click on the Command Button tool. A little drawing cursor will appear on the screen.

2. Just below the title, click-and-drag a little box. When you release it, a Command Button will appear and a Wizard box will pop up.

3. In the Categories column of the Wizard box, click on Form Operations.

4. In the column labeled Actions, click on Close Form. Then click Next.
5. You'll see a box asking you what you want the button to say. Click on Text and type Return to Menu in the adjacent box. Then click the Finish button.

6. You'll return to your form and the renamed button will appear. You may want to resize it or move it around and adjust the size of your subform to accommodate it. Now save the form (something you should always do from time to time).

7. Let's see what happens. Click on View/Form and click on the Return to Menu button. Presto! The form disappears. Call it up again in Design mode from the Database Manager.

Add a Print Report Button.
1. Open frmDisplayAlpa in Design Mode, if you haven't done so already.

2. Click on the Command Button tool. A little drawing cursor will appear on the screen.

3. Just below the title, click-and-drag a little box. When you release it, a Command Button will appear and a Wizard box will pop up.

4. In the Categories column of the Wizard box, click on Report Operations.

5. In the column labeled "When the button is pressed," click on Preview Report (when you design your own databases, you may want to choose Print Report instead. But we just want to see a preview here). Then click Next.
6. Now you'll see a box containing a list of reports. Click on the report you want to preview. In this case it's RptAlpha. Then click on the Next button.

7. You'll see a box asking you what you want the command button to say. Click on Text and type Print Me in the adjacent box. Then click the Finish button.

8. You'll return to your form and the renamed button will appear. You may want to resize it or move it around and adjust the size of your subform to accommodate it. Now save the form.

9. Let's see what happens. Click on View/Form. When the list of contributors appears, click on the Print Me button. The report preview will appear before your eyes.

10. Hit Esc to make the report preview go away. Then click on View/Design, save the form again and close it.

You've created your first user-friendly display. You can go back later and experiment with sizing, background and foreground colors, border types, etc. until you get a display that matches your screen size and taste. Note: When you build your interface, use the same screen resolution as your users. Forms and lists that look fine at 800 x 600 resolution may overflow the screen at 640 x 480 resolution.

Adding a Search

So far, we've given users an easy way to display and print a predefined query. Now we'll let them search for a contributor by name. To do this, we have to set up a display form to display their results and a search form so they can tell Access which contributors to find. Here's how to do it:

Setting Up a Display Form for the Name Search

We could do this from scratch, or we can capitalize on the work we've just done. Let's do it the easy way by copying the form we used to display the alphabetical search.

1. From the Database Manager, click on Form. Then click once on frmDisplayAlpha to highlight its name.

2. Got to the menu bar and click on Edit/Copy, then click on Edit/Paste. A box will appear asking for the name of the new form. Type frmDisplayName and hit Enter. The new form will appear on the list in the database manager.

3. Click on frmDisplayName in the list and then click on Design. The form will appear on the screen.

4. Right Click on the subform labeled subAlpha. In its Properties Box, click on the Other TAB. In the Name cell and change whatever's there to NameSearch. 

5. Click on the Data tab and then select the SourceObject cell. An arrow will appear. Click on the arrow and select subName from the list that appears. What did we just do? We changed the name of the subform that will be displayed. The subName subform will hold the results of our name search.

6. Now click on the Print Me button. In its properties box, click the Event tab and then on the OnClick cell. You'll see an arrow and a little button with three dots on it. Click on the dots.

7. Up will pop a screen with some gobbledygook on it. This is the internal programming that Access creates for you. You don't have to know much about this, other than locating the line that says


DocName = "RptAlpha"

This tells the Access which report to print. We're going to use a different report, so change this line to read:


DocName = "rptSearchByName"


Now close the programming box. This is basically a shortcut. We could have deleted the original Print Me button and created a new one that opens the rptSearchByName report, but this takes about a quarter of the time.


8. Save the display form and close it.

Setting up the Search Form

This is a form that allows the user to enter the name of the contributor he or she wants to search for.

1. From the database manager, click on Form, then New, then select Design View and click OK.
2. A blank form will appear on your screen. Size it so that it's about 4 by 5 inches.

3. Click on the Label tool and create a label at the top of the form. The label should read: Enter the last name of the contributor you're searching for and click the SEARCH button. You may have to resize the label so the message appears on two lines of text.

4. Click on the Text Box tool and create a little text box just below your search message. It will have a little tag on it that says Field1. To get rid of the tag, click on the main part of the form, then click on the tag itself and hit DELETE.

5. Now click on the text box you just created. If the Properties box isn't displayed, right click and select properties from the menu that pops up. 

6. In the Properties Box, Click on the Other tab. In the cell labeled Name, type Contributor and hit Enter. This is very important because it's the link between the search form and the query that does the work.

7. Now choose the Command Button Tool and draw a button just below the Contributor Box.

8. When you release the mouse button, a box will pop up asking what you want the button to do. Click on Form Operations in the left panel and Open Form in the right panel. Then click Next.
9. A list of forms will be displayed. Click on frmDisplayName and then click on Next.

10. A box will appear asking what you want the button to say. Click on the Text Button type the word &Search (Yes use the "&" sign.  This is a new wrinkle we'll discuss later). Now click on Finish.
11. Now we'll add a button that will close the form if the user decides to abandon the search. It's a good idea to put a Cancel or Close button on all forms. Since you've already done a couple of buttons, we'll just include a summary here:

· Next to the Search button you've just created, make a new button. In the ensuing boxes, click on Form Operations/Close Form and label the button &Cancel. 

12. Now click on File/Save from the menu bar and save the this form as NameSearch. When you're through, close the form.

Modifying the Name Search Query to Find the Right Contributor

This is the last step in our search. So far we've given users a way to enter the name of the contributor they want. Now pass that information to the query. We'll use a very broad search here, essentially finding any contributor whose name contains the string that the user typed in the search form. This will be slower than it would if we used an indexed field, but it won't miss anything.

1. In the Database Manager, click on Queries. Click on the query labeled QueryName and then click on Design.

2. Right-click on the Criteria cell under the FullName field and choose Build from the list that pops up.

3. You'll see a form that contains a text box and three columns.

4. In the Text Box type Like "*"&
5. Now go to the left column and double-click on Forms, then All Forms, then NameSearch.
6. In the middle column, you'll see a list of fields. One of them is called Contributor. If you'll recall, that's the name we gave to the text box on the name search form.

7. Double-click on Contributor. It will appear in the text box in the formal syntax that Access uses: [Forms]![NameSearch]![Contributor]. 

8. Go back to the text box, and at the end of the line, type & "*" 

9. The entire box should now read:

 Like "*"& Forms![NameSearch]![Contributor] &"*"


10. Click on OK. You'll be returned to the query design form, and Access will have transferred your search terms to the Criteria cell. Hit ENTER to make sure there are no syntax errors.

11. Now save the query and close it.

Author's Note: You don't have to go through the Build process. If you can remember that the name of the user's text box was Forms!NameSearch!Contributor, you can type that right into the Criteria box. I'm not good at remembering that stuff, so I let Access do it for me.

Testing the Search

1. In the Database Manager, click on Forms, select NameSearch and click on Open. The search form will appear.

2. In the text box, type the word Smith and click on the Search button.

3. If everything went well, we'll see the name search display form pop up with all the Smiths showing.  You can return to the search form or print the report by clicking the button.

Creating the Main Menu

This is the first thing the user sees, but the last step in your process. For now, the main menu will consist of three buttons. Show All Contributors, Search by Name and Exit. Since you've been through all these processes before, these instructions will be briefer than the earlier listings.

1. From the Database Manager, select Form/New/Design View.
2. Create a 4 x 6 inch form and put it in the center of your screen.

3. Use the label tool to create a title box that says "Campaign Contribution Database"

4. Add a Command Button for the Alphabetical List of Contributors.

· Click on the Command Button tool and draw a button under your title

· In the box that appears, choose Form Operations/Open Form and hit Next.

· When the list of forms appears, choose frmDisplayAlpha and hit Next.

· In the box that asks what you want the button to say, click on Text and type Alphabetical List  Then click on Finish. You may have to adjust the size of the button to accommodate the label.

5. Add a Command Button for the Name Search

· Click on the Command Button tool and draw another button under your Alphabetical Search button.

· In the action box that appears, choose Form Operations/Open Form and hit Next.
· When the list of forms appears, choose NameSearch and hit Next.
· In the box that asks what you want the button to say, click on Text and type Search By Name. Now click on Finish. You may have to adjust the size of the button to accommodate the label.

6. Add an Exit button. (Note, this will exit from Access altogether).

· Click on the Command Button tool and draw a button under your title

· When you release the mouse, a box will appear. Select Application/Quit Application and hit Next.

· In the box that asks what you want the button to say, click on Text, then type Say Goodnight, Gracie and click on Finish. You may have to adjust the size of the button to accommodate the label. (Note: You can also use the more prosaic "Exit" as your button caption.)
7. Click on File/Save in the menu bar and save the form as MainMenu.

8. Test the Menu by Choosing Vew/Form. Remember that if you choose the Exit button, Access will close down and you'll have to start it up again.

Making The Main Menu Appear Automatically

This is the last step in building a complete application. It automatically brings up the Main Menu and shields the user from Access completely. We'll do this by building a macro called Autoexec. When Access sees a macro with this name, it will always launch immediately on startup.

1. From the Database Manager, choose Macro and New.
2. A table will pop up with columns labeled Action and Comments.

3. Click on the arrow in the Actions Column and scroll down the list till you find OpenForm.
4. Click on OpenForm.
5. A properties box will appear at the bottom of the screen.

6. Click on the Form Name cell, type MainMenu and hit Enter.

7. Click on File/Save from the menu bar and save the macro as Autoexec. This is very important. Spell it right.

8. Now close the Macro screen.

That's it. Now test the program by closing the database and opening it again. The main menu should pop up automatically.

Making the Database a Separate Program Icon
To hide Access completely from your users, you can create a Program Item for it in a Windows Program Group or create a Windows 95/98 shortcut. Instead of using msaccess.exe as your command line, use the full path to the database itself, such as c:\msoffice\access\dutch.mdb. Windows will know it's an Access database and launch the program with your Main Menu.

The Final Exam
Using what you've learned, add a command button to the main menu that allows users to search for an address or fraction of an address. Use QueryAddress and rptSearchByAddress as the key components. Good luck!
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Note: This tutorial and associated databases are available at:


http://www.clark.net/pub/mikeh/mike/car.htm








Building Database Interfaces

Page 1

_981751268.doc
[image: image1.png]The Access 97 Form Toolbar

[&]

Label Tool | 4a ab| | Text Box Tool

&
®©

Combo Box List Box

Command Button | i

3 58

Subform E \
=04








