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	What is a Web Content Management System?


Hello. My name is Becky Bertram. I am an independent SharePoint consultant working in the St. Louis area, and I specialize specifically in the area of web content management. I’ve been working with Microsoft-based web content management solutions since the dot com boom in 1999, and have lived to see the tools mature and develop into what we now see in MOSS 2007. 

My goal today is to give you a basic overview of web content management in general, and talk about SharePoint in particular. Hopefully, by the time you’re done listening today, you’ll have a good idea of the basic features of any web content management system, and know some of the specific WCM features of SharePoint.
To start off with, I’d like to address the fundamental question of, “What is web content management?” Well, according to that unending fount of knowledge… I’m talking about Wikipedia now… 

“A Web content management system (WCMS or Web CMS) is content management system (CMS) software, usually implemented as a Web application, for creating and managing HTML content. It is used to manage and control a large, dynamic collection of Web material (HTML documents and their associated images). A WCMS facilitates content creation, content control, editing, and many essential Web maintenance functions.… Usually the software provides authoring (and other) tools designed to allow users with little or no knowledge of programming languages or markup languages to create and manage content with relative ease of use.”
So, along those lines, I’d like to point out the main characteristics of a typical web content management system:

· It provides a system of maintaining large amounts of content, meaning text, images, and associated digital assets such as documents, and allowing that content to be delivered through the medium of the Web.

· A CMS provides a user interface that allows non-technical users to maintain and publish content, using pre-determined templates.

· A CMS usually has some kind of publishing process, whereby content can be approved before it gets published on the Web site.

· It often includes the ability to have content appear on the site at a certain time, as well as the ability to specify when that content should disappear from the site.

These features are generic to nearly any web content management system. I worked on an open-source content management system at one time called Plone, built on a server platform called Zope, that used the programming language Python. (Don’t you love the names programmers give their products? To me, they fall right behind pharmaceutical companies in winning the prize for original naming conventions.) Anyhow… Plone had all these characteristics.

 In fact, many people use Blogger.com now to post blog content on a regular basis. I would argue that Blogger.com is an example of a commonly used web content management system. How does it stack up to what we’ve just said?
· In terms of providing a means of maintaining content and images, blogger allows you to create years’ worth of blog entries. It uses the web site Picassa as the means of storing digital images behind the scenes, enabling users to maintain and display the images associated with their blog entries.

· Every day, thousands of non-technical users are able to post content to the Internet, without knowing a lick of HTML, thanks to the helpful “what you see is what you get” editor.

· Users can decide whether they want to save a Draft version of their entry, or if they want to publish it. Users can also specify when they want their entry to be posted.

SharePoint’s web content management features also contain all those basic items mentioned. But first, I’d like to go over a little history, to talk about where SharePoint came from, and why it is what it is today.
· In 2001, Microsoft purchased a company called nCompass. It rebranded that company’s product, renaming it Microsoft Content Management Server 2001. 

· Microsoft also released SharePoint Portal Server in 2001 – a web based document management system and digital dashboard.

· Microsoft also released a free add-on to Office 2000, called SharePoint Team Services, which served as a web-based collaboration tool.

Confused yet? This was in the early days of the Internet and Microsoft knew that the Web would be big, and the various product teams knew that Web and Browser technology would be the up and coming delivery mechanism for storing content digitally, as well as allowing people to work together. The problem is, they weren’t working in synch as of yet.

· In 2003, Microsoft renamed SharePoint Team Services, calling it Windows SharePoint Services 2.0. They merged this product with SharePoint Portal Server 2003.

· In 2004, the SharePoint and Content Management Server teams came together as one team.

· In 2007, Microsoft Office SharePoint Server was released.

And, as we all know, MOSS does all those things those original three products did: document management, collaboration, and the management of web content.

As I said at the beginning, I’ve dealt with a number of web content management systems in my day. I graduated from college in 1999, at the height of the dot com era. I first worked with a home-grown content management system that had been built by the company I was working for. This was a VBScript application using that brand new technology called Active Server Pages. When CMS 2001 came out, I was thrilled. Although CMS had no out of the box “skin”, so to speak… it was simply a programming API that could be called in your ASP pages… it made life so much easier. Basic tasks such as creating page navigation was now drastically simplified, since as a programmer I could easily iterate through a list of pages to build the navigation.  Even with these improvements, building a Web site was still a manual process. When SharePoint 2007 came out, being built on ASP.NET 2.0, it came equipped with out of the box navigation controls, navigation providers, as well as the API. Many of the controls I had had to build over and over again in CMS solutions were finally out of the box with MOSS 2007.
Getting back to the core features of web content management solutions, what makes SharePoint a good WCMS?

· It’s built on ASP.NET 2.0. Remember that part in the WCMS definition about allowing users to create pages based on templates? Those templates are based on ASP.NET 2.0. Why does that matter?

· ASP.NET 2.0 is a proven framework, heavily used by organizations around the world, for “regular” web applications, (not just SharePoint applications). 

· Because it’s so widely used, it’s easier to find a developer who knows ASP.NET (than someone who knows Python, for example). Being a heavily used tool, if you need to learn ASP.NET, there’s lots of documentation available for doing so.

· Although we’re talking specifically about web content management right now, SharePoint can simply be a host for nearly any kind of custom ASP.NET application you want to build. You can easily incorporate other .NET applications with SharePoint. What does this mean for you? In one word: extensibility.

· Getting back to what makes SharePoint a good WCMS, remember that part about most CMS’s having an approval process for approving content to go live? SharePoint utilizes the .NET Framework 3.0, specifically Windows Workflow Foundation. This means, like ASP.NET, you have the ability to write any custom workflow you’d like, if the out of the box workflows don’t fit your needs.

· One of the most fantastic parts of SharePoint is the fact that it provides tools for all kinds of users at all kinds of skill levels. 

· Content editors don’t need to know anything about HTML to create web content, as we’ve already spoken about.

· Hard core developer types can build custom solutions using Visual Studio.

· Power users can use SharePoint Designer (which is a new, updated and tricked out version of Front Page.) Because of the WYSIWYG nature of SharePoint Designer, non-programmers can still do things like create custom workflows or design pages.

· Because it’s a Microsoft product, it works hand-in-hand with other Microsoft products, whether that means allowing users in Office 2007 to enter content into SharePoint directly from their client application like Word, or allowing back-end administrators to use Microsoft server tools like Microsoft System Center for doing server monitoring and backups.

· Along those lines, if SharePoint is being used to publish web content to a public, Internet-facing site, but you want to keep your editing environment behind a firewall, SharePoint has a mechanism for deploying published content to another environment.

I hope this information has been helpful for you. Feel free to visit my site at www.beckybertram.com for more SharePoint developer tips and tricks.
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