CHAPTER 1

Introduction

This book describes a web application framework called Apache Struts, with which you
can easily build robust, maintainable web applications. Now, the three italicized adjectives
aren’t just hype:

» Simplicity: Struts is relatively easy to pick up and use effectively. You get a lot out of
Struts for the effort you put in to learn it.

¢ Robustness: Struts provides much of the infrastructure you need to create webapps.
You can rely on this tested body of code built on solid design principles, instead of
having to come up with solutions of your own.

¢ Maintainability: Struts is built around the Model-View-Controller (MVC) design
pattern, which promotes separation between various portions of your webapp. This
goes a long way to making your code maintainable.

Besides this, Struts has a huge user base and is a vital component in many Java-based
enterprise web application solutions. It’s here to stay for some time to come.

Just to make sure we’'re all on the same page, it might be helpful to understand what a
web application is.

What Is a Web Application?

In this book, the term web application, or webapp, refers to any application whose user
interface is hosted on a web browser. It is useful to think of webapps as falling somewhere
on a continuum (see Figure 1-1). At one end of this continuum are webapps that deliver
static content. Most websites are an example of this. On the other extreme are webapps
that behave just like ordinary desktop applications. Struts is useful in building webapps
on this right half of the continuum.
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Figure 1-1. The continuum of web application frameworks

So, if you're planning to build a webapp requiring little or no user input or input vali-
dation, no data access, no complex business rules, or no need for internationalization,
you probably don’t have to use Struts. If some or all of these are necessary, then your
application would definitely benefit from using Struts.

Note | hope Figure 1-1 isn’t cause for confusion. There are many dimensions on which to place a particular
framework (ease of use, support for a specific feature, cost, platform independence, etc.), and Figure 1-1 places
the technologies on just one dimension.

I should warn you that the extreme right half of the continuum is not something
Struts fully addresses either. Emerging technologies like JavaServer Faces (JSF) and Ajax
(Asynchronous JavaScript and XML) attempt to address this deficiency.

Similarly, some web applications might require a mix of technologies to work, with
Struts as a basic ingredient. The use of Enterprise JavaBeans (EJBs) for processing of busi-
ness logic, or a template engine like Velocity to process text, are examples. In most cases,
though, plain ol’ Struts will do the job.

In the course of this book, I'll give you an overview of a number of technologies that
work with Struts, among them Torque, Hibernate (in Appendix A), and JSF (which I'll
cover in detail in Chapter 18, along with Shale).

What Struts Can Do for You

Craig McClanahan created Struts because he was asked to port a U.S.-centric application
to Europe. He had to give the application a web interface as well as allow it to be easily
translated to four European languages (for this and other interesting bits, see Craig’s blog
in “Useful Links” at the end of this chapter). So, needless to say, internationalization is
something that Struts makes particularly easy to do. But Struts has much to offer beyond this.
Struts provides an extensive infrastructure for things like user input validation, error
handling and reporting, and flow control, all of which are the bread and butter of building
webapps. In my experience, about 30-50 percent of the time (and 100 percent of the tedium)
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used to build webapps revolves around these activities, so trimming it down substantially
is a Very Good Thing Indeed.

Struts allows people with different skill sets—web designers, system analysts, system
engineers, database engineers—to work in parallel. Struts does this by enforcing a “separation
of concerns”: pieces of code that do different things are bundled separately and given
standardized ways of communicating between themselves. This way, people can maintain
or work on some parts of the webapp without having to worry too much about other parts.
Can you see why?

Even if you're a lone developer, Struts’ enforcement of a separation of concerns translates
into modularized and therefore more maintainable code. Although this might sound like
something you've always been doing in Java, Struts helps you do it across a smorgasbord
of languages—]Java, JSP, JavaScript, and SQL.

Struts does all this and is easy to learn, which certainly contributes to its popularity.
There are, in fact, other web application frameworks, both open source and proprietary,
but Struts has seen explosive growth over competing frameworks and now has a verylarge
user base. So, if you're ever stuck with a sticky Struts problem, you have ready access to a
very large body of knowledge on the Internet.

About You

In writing this book, I've been presumptuous enough to make a few assumptions about
your programming background. In particular, I've assumed that you have

* No experience with servlets: If you have worked with servlets, then you have an
advantage, but not much, since Struts does an admirable job of hiding most of the
underlying servlet infrastructure.

* Some experience with JSP: If you’ve only used ASP or PHP, not to worry; you should
be able to pick up JSP essentials as the book progresses.

¢ A working knowledge of Java: You don’t have to be a Java expert, but a sound
knowledge of Java (1.4) basics is absolutely essential. If you can’t tell when to use a
Reader and when to use an InputStream, you might find this book difficult to follow.

How to Read This Book

A friend of mine once compared programming to carpentry. I couldn’t agree more. Perhaps
the only way to acquire new skills in either discipline is by application to nontrivial
projects. Would you buy furniture built by someone who “learned” carpentry through
correspondence?
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In the same spirit, this book takes a very hands-on approach in teaching you Struts.
The lab sessions and exercises are an integral part of the book.

Note | can’t overemphasize this: You won’t learn a thing from this book if you don’t attempt the labs!

Having said that, I've tried to make the lab sessions challenging and interesting, but not
overly complicated. Past the first few preliminary chapters, subsequent lab sessions involve
building a nontrivial, real-life data entry and display application.  hope you enjoy seeing
the final product emerge as you progress.

Every lab session has solutions, which have been carefully checked and independently
reviewed, and which can be found in the Source Code section of the Apress website
(http://www.apress.com). Questions raised in either the lab sessions or in the main text
are in Appendix D.

There are two parts to this book, and each part ends with “review” labs, to help you
solidify what you’ve learned.

The first part of the book covers Struts basics, as well as JSP and Servlet prerequisites.
The second part of the book covers the more “advanced” portions of Struts like Tiles, the
Validator framework, and how to build your own plug-ins, among other things. We’ll also
study JSF and Struts Shale in the latter half of the book.

Useful Links

* You'll find the Apache Struts website at http://struts.apache.org.

* Ted Husted’s website, http://husted.com/struts, contains many nuggets on Struts
best practices.

¢ The ServerSide, www.theserverside.com: has useful articles and discussions
on Struts.

* You'll find Craig McClanahan’s blog at http://blogs.sun.com/roller/page/
craigmcc.

e Spring is another web application framework; learn about it at www.
springframework.org.

* Pro Jakarta Struts, from Apress, is now in its second edition: http://www.apress.
com/book/bookDisplay.html?bID=228.

* Also check out Foundations of Ajax (http://www.apress.com/book/bookDisplay.
html?bID=10042) and Pro Jakarta Velocity:From Professional to Expert (http://
www . apress.com/book/bookDisplay.html?bID=347), both from Apress.
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