Learn iT! Advanced Flash 1

Targeting

This week we will begin our journey into (scary word) OOP (object oriented Programming). So far we have touched upon some limited functions, things like “go to”. Today we will begin to focus a little more on the object…the movie clip. A movie clip is an object we can put in (or create in) our flash animations. A movie clip is however an object with very interesting properties. One of the properties of a movie clip, is that it can contain its own independent animation, an animation that can be controlled. It is also an animation that can be addressed from other objects…or controllers, such as buttons, or frame actions. 

First we are going to make an animated button, more sophisticated than you may have tried to make before. Now movie clips can contain an animation or not, for this particular example we are going to make an animated movie clip.

Animated movie clip:

· Draw a ball on the stage. This will be your button when we finish.

· Select the ball and convert it to a symbol, a movie clip (mc_ball).

· Test your movie, does anything happen? Hopefully not, the animation isn’t built yet.

· Go to the stage and bring the instance of the symbol mc_ball into symbol edit mode.

· Select the object on the stage, and notice it is not a symbol instance, can we tween this?

At this point we are inside the object mc_ball, we should notice a few things. Notice there is a Timeline. Also notice that there is a simple ball shape drawn on the stage with no bounding box around it, and since this object is not a symbol, we cannot tween this properly. Also notice that the only thing telling us we are inside the symbol mc_ball is a little white box in the upper left hand corner of our screen next to the name Scene 1.

· To tween this object we see inside the movie clip’s timeline, we have to convert it to a graphic symbol and then we can tween it. Select the ball and convert it to a graphic symbol.

· Tween the ball. I would suggest an animation that loops fairly seamlessly. Remember we want to animate this object so that when we roll over it, it will play half the animation; then when we roll off of it, the other half will play and the button will return to where it started.
· Return to Scene 1 (by clicking on the Scene 1 button in the upper left corner), note that we only have one frame of animation here, and how does a 1-frame animation play?
· Test your movie, and note that the animation plays. If your main movie has only one frame of animation, how could this be? It is because Flash supports Multiple Timelines. One way Flash offers this to us is through Movie clips. Movie clips are independent self-contained animations that we can drop into out main animation.
The next thing we want to do is to set up our animation to work well with a button, so that the button can instruct the movie clip object to play the first half of the animation once the button is rolled over, and then to play the second half of the animation once the button is rolled off. We need to put in some simple stop actions in the timeline of our movie clip in order to initially stop the playing of the movie clip, and to stop the player head half way through the animation.
· Bring mc_ball back into symbol edit mode.
· Label the layer you have so far “Animation”. Insert a new layer and label it “A” for actions. Feel free to type actions if you wish…
· Open your Actions Panel and select the first keyframe. Remember to check and see if your actions panel says Frame Actions. Insert a stop (); action here on the first keyframe of your actions layer.
· Insert a keyframe on your actions layer where the middle of your animation is. Remember to do this on your actions layer. Put a stop (); action on this keyframe also.
· Go back to the stage (Scene 1) and test your movie. Note: it is generally important to go back to your main movie (the stage, Scene #) before you test your movie. If you don’t, sometimes flash will only test the timeline you are on, and not the timeline of your movie. Unfortunately there is no telling when, so it us usually just a good idea to go back to the stage.
· Your ball should no longer play; it should sit still.
· Draw a square on the stage; this will be our button in a moment. Select the square and convert it to a button symbol. For right now I will simple name this symbol “BUTTON”. In a little bit, we are going to convert this into an invisible button. Please do not add states to your button (over, down, and hit).
· Place your button next to your movie clip.
Symbol Name vs. Instance Name
Your library keeps track of its contents by using symbol names. The contents of the library are much like templates; the original object is kept in out libraries identified by a symbol name. Then once we drag a copy on the stage (or simply convert the object to a symbol), the copy on the stage is known as an instance, which is simply a carbon copy of the symbol in the library. Now where we tend to have only one symbol in the library, we also tend to have multiple instances on the stage. We need a way identify each of those separate instances on the stage if we want to communicate with those separate objects. That is where an instance name comes in; by selecting the instance you want to name, you can name that instance on your instance panel. If we could only identify the instance by the symbol name, we would be in trouble because any instance we had on stage of that symbol would act the exact same way. 

· Select the movie clip on the stage (click on it one time). Find your instance panel and type in a name for your instance in the field provided. I will simple call mine bob. Note: after typing in the name of the instance, be sure you hit the enter key, or click away to confirm the name. If not, Flash has a tendency to erase the name, because it was not confirmed.
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· Now open the action panel and select your button. We need our button to tell the movie clip instance bob to play its timeline (right after the initial stop action in frame 1) till it gets to that middle stop action, then the player head will wait there.
Movie Clip Object
· We are going to add a new kind of action. Flash has certain functionality pre built for us, and one set of functions is set up for us to talk to movie clip objects. Find objects under your main list of actions. From there choose Objects > Movie Clip > gotoAndPlay.
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· The red we see is flash telling us we have a significant syntax error. We need to first address our movie clip instance, bob. Once we have bob’s attention, we can tell him to go ahead and play a part of his timeline. 
· Place your cursor at the very beginning of the expression field. Simply type the word bob before .gotoAndPlay( frame ). You should see it up in the code window above. 
· The red should disappear, but there is still another step. We need to replace the word frame, with the number 2.  What we want to do here is to tell bob to go to and play his second frame. Then once his timeline is playing from frame 2, bob’s player head will stop in the middle of its animation when it hits the second keyframe.
· Lets do a quick test of out movie. If everything is working well, you should be able to click on your button and you should see the first half of your animation. If not, go back and check what you have done so far. Lets fix up out button so it works better.
· Select the on (release) { statement in the actions for your button.
· Unclick release, and click rollover. 
· Select the last curly brace and add another gotoAndPlay(frame) statement like you did before. You should see another on (release) statement followed by the .gotoAndPlay (frame).
· The target is the same, the trigger and the frame number are going to change.
· Type in bob before .gotoAndPlay (frame). Replace the word frame with the frame number that follows your middle stop action in your movie clips timeline. 
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· Since my middle keyframe is on frame 6, I am going to type in the number 7 there, so the timeline will go to and play frame 7, and the stop action wont interfere with playback
· Select the on release line and check roll out (leave release checked). Test your movie. You should see the first half of your animation when you roll over the button, and the second half when you roll off of your button, or release the mouse over the button.
Invisible button
· Now to combine the two into one working creature. 
· Take your button into symbol edit mode. You should see one keyframe in the up state of your button. Select your one keyframe (turn it black) then click, hold, and drag the keyframe to the Hit state. There is now no graphical elements to the button.
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· Navigate back to the stage and look at your button, it should look translucent blue. Test your movie and it should look invisible. Its still there if you roll over it.
· Once your back on the stage, drag the invisible button instance over the movie clip instance. Test your movie again; does your movie clip act like a button now? It should…
Relative vs. Absolute Targeting

Now you can see some of the power in placing one symbol within another. We do this a lot in flash; this is just the tip of the iceberg. Now the way we got bobs attention earlier worked because both out button (the object sending the instructions) and the target (the object receiving instructions) were located on the same timeline. There is a distinct possibility that this may not always be true. What we used before is called relative targeting, and when it works, it’s wonderful. It’s quite the timesaver. This is much the same thing we experience in HTML. In HTML, if our web page and the image we are placing on out web page are located in the same directory, then we can simple place the image on the web page by saying image.jpg.

We also need a way to target the movie clip from the main movie’s timeline, since everything lives in relation to the main timeline. The main time line has a location known as _root, I tend to look at this as saying the root timeline. Now you can target bob the relative way by saying bob; or the absolute way by saying _root.bob. Both work, both are fine, it is usually whatever is easier for you to understand at the time. This is similar to HTML also in the sense that an absolute target in HTML looks like http://www.yourDomain.com/directore/file.ext. I cannot tell you which one is better, but both are often time necessary.

Remember I need to see an example of both in order to give you credit, so go back and change one of your targets to read _root.bob. 

Programmatic Movement: variables, targeting, looping, and properties
 

The process is going to be to create a movie clip, give it an instance name and continually send it a property change. First of all we need to be comfortable with properties. Every object has properties, a certain height or width, x or y position, x or y scale, alpha transparency, visibility, or rotation. There are plenty of more properties than I am mentioning here, but these are enough to start us out today. I will have a sample of properties on the website shortly. We can always get these properties from a movie clip, since we can target it and ask; where are you, how big are you, how transparent are you, etc… Once we can get this information, we can give it a label (remember variables from the first week…a container of information) and then perform a function on that information. For example: take the current x position and add 5 pixels to it. This would move the movie clip over 5 pixels. Now this is where looping comes in, what if we could repeat this action of moving the movie clip instance over 5 pixels, over and over again? It would move off the stage, wouldn’t it? It would also look like a tween, wouldn’t it? And it could act much better than a tween. So lets go ahead and make this happen…

 

· Create a movie clip and put it on the stage, name the instance. I will of course use “bob”. 

· We will first do a static change from the timeline (you should only have one keyframe right now). 

· Open the actions panel and select your only keyframe. 

· Under the actions section, look for and choose “set property”. 

· Choose a property to set, I want you to try this for the following properties: 

· Alpha 

· Height 

· Rotation 

· Visibility 

· Width 

· X & Y Scale 

· X & Y Position 

· Choose a target, mine is bob 

· Choose a value. Now each of these properties are measured in different values, for example: height is measured in pixels, whereas Y scale is measured in percent. Use help to identify these values for you, or just play with them and figure them out for yourself. 

· Test your movie; you should notice a change to your movie clip. 

· I want you to try this a few times, either just play with different properties of the same movie clip, or pull a bunch of instances on the stage (with individual instance names), and make a whole set of set properties. 

 

That was the warm up, now for the real thing…looping get and set property statements.

· Build a new file and create a movie clip, give it an instance name. Of course I called mine “bob”. 
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· Set your timeline up as in the picture above, the movie clip lives on the bottom layer, and there are three keyframes on a layer above called A (for actions). 

· First we are going to incorporate the idea of looping from the preloader lab. Open the actions palate and select the third keyframe in the “A” layer (make sure the Actions palate says “frame actions”). You want a statement here that says go to and play (2). This will perform the loop to keep repeating the action we put in frame 2. 

· Now select the keyframe in frame 2 of the Actions layer. 

· First of all we need to understand the principle before we perform the actions here in frame 2. So leave this selected for right now and we will add the actions in a minute. 

Concept: 

We are now set up to make movement happen here on the main timeline, we just need to know how to move things. The idea behind this type of movement is to do two key things. 

 

First we have to find the current location of where the object we are trying to move is, and then give that information a name we can reference…a (variable) name. Remember those from the first lab; a variable is a container of information, and this information will change for us every time we repeat this action. For my example we are going to be changing the x Position, but we could continuously change any one of dozens properties with this method. 

 

Second, once we find out what the current position of the movie clip object is we can take that information and set a new location, add a value to it. For example we can say set the x Position of bob to be his current position plus 5 pixels. Once the action has been preformed the player head goes to the next keyframe that says go back and do that action again, a loop. This is how we can get things to move in a cleaner way. Tweening is fine, but it can get taxing on the users processor, and it does limit up in how dynamic we can make things. 

 

· Again we should have the second keyframe of the A layer selected. 

· The first line of code we need to write is Set Variable. This will allow us to name the information we get. 

· Since I am getting the x position of the movie clip “bob”, I will label this variable: xPos. This is just a name so don’t check the expression box. 

· For the value field we need to have flash perform the task to find out bob’s x position. Click in the field next to Value. 

· You can type this yourself or have Flash put it in there for you. 

· Find the Functions heading and select getProperty, this should return for you getProperty ( target, property ) in the Value Field. 

· The target is bob, and the property is the x Position (or _x). 

· This is figuring out information, so we need to check the expression box. 

· Your first line of code should look like this: xPos = getProperty ( bob, _x); 

· Once we have obtained this information, we need to change it, and we can do this with a set property action. We want this to follow the set variable action. 

· Double click set property and choose at the bottom the property _x (x position) and the target bob. 

· The Value should take the information we got before in the set variable line and change it somehow. 

· In the Value box type xPos + 5. 

· Test your movie. 
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This is just the beginning of an idea, there is much more to this, and I will put up a couple of screen captures on the website for you to look at. But please play with this for right now, you can spend months doing different things with this technique.

A quick look at a conditional:

This is something to play with, a conditional statement. A conditional statement is what we use to control out action script. Typically this starts with the statement if. We usually place this after our ActionScript (movement script). Once we insert an if statement, Flash asks us to set a condition (i.e. the value xPos is greater than 400, xPos > 400). After we set the condition, you see a set of curly {} brackets, one on the same line of the if statement, one on the next. Whatever instructions you place in these curly brackets will only take place once the condition is met. So we could put a line of code here that simple says stop(); to stop the player head from playing.
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Learn iT! Advanced Flash 1

Forms: sending data to a server using Flash

Goals:

1. Create a form using Flash

Forms inside of Flash are very similar to forms in HTML. There are hidden variables, text fields, a submit button, a script to process the information, etc… The interesting thing is that forms are just one way Flash can work with variables. Variables are labeled containers of information we can pass along somewhere, or call up on demand. Often times within a Flash project we want to call up something the user typed in, or remember the placement of an object after the user moved it. We contain this information in our variable containers. 

First for our form, we will take 3 variables (text fields) the user inputs, and a couple of things we input, ship all this off to a server side script to process the information, and in the end the script will mail you all the details from your form.

We will be using a free cgi script today from a site www.freedback.com because it is important to see the form you build actually process the information. Usually when you obtain server space for your website, your host will provide you with a canned script to do this same e-mail feature (without the advertisements freedback displays). Changing the relevant information to use with a different script is fairly easy, you just have to make sure you are using all the same variables and addresses. 

 

So basically what we are doing is passing variables to somewhere else. Again you can look at a variable as a container of information. If you look at the figure, there is a place to insert you name, your e-mail address, and your thoughts on the assignment. Each of these fields you fill in contains information the user inputs, a container of information…a variable. Once the user inputs the information (or creates the variables) we use the submit button to push it to a server side script (a program that lives on the server that handles the information). 

 

There are 2 types of variables on this page. There are variables the user inputs, and sees on the screen. Then there are variables that are hidden; variables the user does not need to see, but need to be there in order to make the form work. This is very similar to HTML. 

 
Creating the Form

There are three main elements to our form, our visible elements (input text fields, labels, and submit button), invisible elements (address of recipient, subject of the e-mail, where the form was filled out), and the server side script that processes the information. Most e-mail forms you see on line like this share similar elements like we see here, whether they are created in Flash or in basic HTML. To set up a form like this in Flash using a different server side script, all you need to do is replace any pertinent variable information, and the address of the script. 

Visible Elements  

· Type the words Name, E-mail, and Thoughts using the text tool with the static text option selected in the Properties box. These are just words. 

· Create a button (with an Up, Over, Down, and Hit state), this will be your submit button. Place this button somewhere on your stage.

We need to draw text input fields next to the words we typed earlier; these will be our visible (user input) variables. 

· Locate your Properties panel. 

· Select the Text tool from the Tool panel.

(Fig 4-# Properties panel with Text tool selected

· Choose Input Text from the top left hand corner drop down menu in the Properties panel. 

· Using the text tool draw (click, hold, and drag) an input field next to name, e-mail, and thoughts (you may want thoughts to be a bit bigger, and check multi-line and word wrap so the user can type a lot). 

Now that we have drawn all of our elements on the stage, we have to label the information we pass along to the server side script to process. This is the information the user inputs. If we don’t label this information, the script wont know what to do with it, and may disregard it altogether. 

· Choose the Black Arrow tool and select the field next to name. Change its variable name to name. 

· Select the field next to e-mail, and change its variable to from. 

· Select the field next to thoughts, and change its variable to body. 

· All of out visible variables are now appropriately labeled. 

Note: if you have two input text fields with the same variable name, they will hold the same information at run time. You will see this happen right away if this has happened, because once you type in one of these fields, the other will immediately contain the same information. You may want to open a new file and try this out…it can have some interesting affects. 

Sending our Information to the Server Side Script

To pass the information to the server side script, we have to assign an object action to our submit button on the stage. 

· Select the submit button.

· Open the actions panel. 

· Insert a get URL action (actions > browser/network > get URL). Note: be sure you see this action inside of an on (release) statement. If you don’t see the on (release) statement, you are not working with the button selected. 

· For the URL, type in the address of the script: http://cgi54.freedback.com/mail.pl
· For window, we suggest using _blank from the drop down. The script will launch a page full of ads when it’s done, and if you don’t choose _blank, then your flash page will be replaced by the ads. 

· For variables choose Send using POST, this was the way the server was set up. 

Invisible Elements

Usually in a form like this, we have information that we need to pass along to the script that the user doesn’t need to see, or input. These will be our Invisible Elements to our form. The elements we are passing to this script are the e-mail of who the information is getting sent to, the subject of the e-mail, and what the address of the form was that the user filled out. Since this is a generic script, we have to pass this information along to the script. Other scripts you encounter may be set up with this information already; every script is a little different. This idea of variables (or containers of information) will become much more important to us in the advanced Flash MX classes. 

· Insert a layer and label it A for Actions.

· Open the actions panel and click on the first keyframe of the A layer. 

· From the Actions menu, select Variables > Set Variable, we will need to set the following three variables: 

· Variable=to, Value= you@youreMailAddress.com 
· Variable=subject, Value= forms assignment 

· Variable=form, Value= yourWebsite.com 

Publishing and Testing your Form

Flash is not equipped to pass variables over the Internet to a server side script. So if you are doing a Test Movie to see if your form works, none of the information will get passed to the script, and you will end up with an blank e-mail. So to test our form to see if it is actually working, we need to test our file in a browser. The browser (Internet Explorer or Netscape) is what sends the variables to the server side script. You also should have an Internet connection established as well.

· Save your file! 

Note: sometimes publishing directly to the browser will crash Flash; it’s always a good idea to save your work before you try this.

· Choose file>publish preview>default and enter your information. 
You will know if it worked by the fact that you see ads on screen. If you see the homepage for Freedback.com, something might not be working correctly. Check your e-mail.

