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Introduction to JavaScript 
 
What is JavaScript? 

 
JavaScript is a programming and scripting language used to create dynamic, interactive 
WebPages.  It is a front-end, client-side program, processed by your web browser. 

 
JavaScript is not Java 

 
Although they have similar names, JavaScript and Java are two different programming 
languages.  Java, developed by Sun Microsystems, is a full-featured language that can 
build both client-side and server-side applications across platforms.  JavaScript was 
developed by Netscape and is solely a client-side program.  They are both object-oriented 
languages. 

 
HTML, CSS, and JavaScript 

 
HTML, CSS, and JavaScript work together to create the content, style, and behavior of a 
webpage. 
 

o HTML (Hypertext Markup Language): Content and structure of webpage.  Uses 
markup tag pairs (e.g., <head> </head>) to control this content. 

 
o CSS (Cascading Style Sheet): Appearance, layout, and format of webpage.  Style 

sheets can be embedded or external, or CSS can be written inline (in the HTML). 
 

o JavaScript: Behavior of webpage. 
 
What can JavaScript do? 

 
Using JavaScript, you can: 
 

• Display the date and time 
• Open a new browser window when a button is clicked 
• Display messages in browser’s status bar 
• Create surveys 
• Validate email addresses and other information in forms 
• Make calculations based on user input and display result 
• Create drop-down menus 
• And much more! 

 
JavaScript for libraries 

 
Since JavaScript is an important component of creating interesting and interactive 
webpages, librarians can utilize it to enhance their library’s or their personal website.  
JavaScript is necessary for Web 2.0 development and for meeting users’ expectations. 
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Getting Started with JavaScript 
 
Knowledge of HTML and CSS 
 

Before you begin learning JavaScript, you should first have a basic understanding of 
HTML and CSS.  To review, check out W3Schools’ HTML Tutorial at 
http://www.w3schools.com/html/ and their CSS Tutorial at 
http://www.w3schools.com/css/. 

 
Select a text editor 
 

To write and edit JavaScript, choose any text editor.  On Macs, you can use 
TextWrangler or TextEdit.  For PCs, try NotePad. 
You can also use Dreamweaver or another WYSIWYG (What You See Is What You Get) 
HTML editor, but a text editor is simpler. 
 
Make sure you save your file as text only ending in .html or .htm. 

  
A few basics 

 
JavaScript is case sensitive.  Use all lowercase letters in your codes. 
 
Write comments to remind yourself and to tell others about your codes.  Single-line 
comments are written beginning with two slashes (//).  Multi-line comments begin with 
(/*) and end with (*/).  These tell the browser to ignore what you’ve written after or 
between them so the comments are only visible in the source code. 
 
JavaScript is not space sensitive, so feel free to insert line breaks, indents, and spaces to 
make your code easier to read and change. 

 
Script tags 
 

JavaScript can be written in the head (between <head> and </head>) or in the body 
(between <body> and </body>) of your code.  It generally is written in the head. 
 
JavaScript is written between <script> tags: 
 <script type = “text/javascript”> //no code </script> 
 
Do not include HTML between the script tags, only JavaScript. 
 
When writing in XHTML (consult Simmons GSLIS How-To Guides on XHTML at 
http://www.simmons.edu/gslis/library/downloads.php/ for a refresher): 
 Immediately after the opening script tag, write the character code //<![CDATA 
 and end the character code with //]]> right before the closing script tag.  This tells 
 the web browser that your JavaScript is not XHTML.  To illustrate: 
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   <script type = "text/javascript"> 
    //<! CDATA[ 
     //no code 
    //]]> 

  </script> 
 

Inline vs external scripts 
 
JavaScript is either written inside the HTML document between opening and closing 
script tags, or it is written in an external JavaScript file that is linked to the HTML 
document with script tags.  Writing JavaScript inline allows you to work on one page, 
while writing JavaScript externally saves space, allows you to apply the same JavaScript 
to multiple pages in your site, and separates the behavior (JavaScript) from the content 
(HTML). 
 
To use an external script file: 
 
 Save the file as filename.js (but give it a more creative, descriptive name) 
 
 Whereever you would like the script to be included in your webpage, write 
 
  <script type = “text/javascript” src= “filename.js> 
  </script> 

 
Examples 
 

Looking at the source code of a webpage, which includes its HTML, CSS, and 
JavaScript, is a great way to learn and to get ideas for the uses of JavaScript in your own 
webpage.  To see a webpage’s source code in Firefox, choose View – Page Source. 
 
Below are two examples of JavaScript from the source code of http://www.nypl.org/, the 
homepage of the New York Public Library.  These illustrate both inline and external 
scripts and two uses of JavaScript in a library website. 
 

1. <script type="text/javascript"> 
 var addthis_config = {       
 services_compact:'facebook,twitter,stumpleupon,delicious,digg,favorites,more',     
 data_track_clickback: true, 
 data_ga_property: 'UA-1420324-3' 
 } 
 </script> 
 
  This script is written inside of the HTML file in the head section.  It  
  allows the New York Public Library to track the number of  users who  
  access their website via the social media, or Web 2.0, technologies that the 
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  script lists.  While users do not see the behavior of this script on the library 
  website, it gives the library information about its patrons that allows them  
  to better serve them. 
 

2. <script type="text/javascript" 
src="/sites/all/themes/nypl_new/javascript/jquery.home_features.js"> 

 </script>  
   
  This script also appears in the head section of the page, but it linked to an  
  external file that contains the JavaScript code.  Note jQuery, a library of  
  JavaScripts.  The script enhances the interactivity and appeal of the  
  webpage by allowing rollovers. 

 
Tutorials 
 

To start learning more about and writing scripts like those above, I recommend either the 
W3Schools tutorial or the webmonkey tutorial listed below.  They both begin with taking 
your through the steps to write the classic “Hello World!” webpage and alert dialog box 
and take you from there.  Good luck! 
 
W3Schools JavaScript Tutorial at http://www.w3schools.com/js/default.asp 
 
webmonkey Basic JavaScript Tutorial at 
http://www.webmonkey.com/2010/02/JavaScript_Tutorial_-_Lesson_1/ 
Broken into five parts, Thau’s webmonkey tutorial introduces JavaScript; variables, if-
then branching, link events, and image swaps; windows, frames, and the Document 
Object Model; loops, arrays, and functions; and forms.  It includes lots of examples. 

 
Sources for JavaScripts 
 

While you can certainly write your own scripts, there are also numerous scripts available 
online which you can cut and paste into your own webpage.  Here are a few sources: 
 
“JavaScript Kit Free JavaScripts!” http://www.javascriptkit.com/cutpastejava.shtml 
 Scripts for calendars, menus, internal search engines, form validation, and more. 
 
“JavaScript Search and Ajax Search” http://www.javascriptsearch.com/ 
 A few good-looking scripts per category. 
 
“The JavaScript Source” http://javascript.internet.com/ 
 Search or browse topics in box at top of page. 
 
“ScriptSearch.com: JavaScript/Scripts” 
 http://scriptsearch.internet.com/JavaScript/Scripts/ 
 Some scripts cost money, but most are free.  Drop-down menus are listed under 
 “generators.” 
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http://www.webmonkey.com/code-snippets/ 
 Templates and scripts for JavaScript as well as HTML and CSS. 

 
Additional resources 
  

There’s a lot more that you can learn about and do with JavaScript.  And once you have 
mastered JavaScript, you can also go on to explore Ajax (Asynchronous JavaScript and 
XML) and JavaScript libraries such as jQuery.  In addition to the tutorials mentioned 
above, I recommend the following resources. 
 
Harris, A. & C. McCulloh.  (2008).  HTML, XHTML, and CSS all-in-one desk reference 

for dummies.  Hoboken, NJ: Wiley (Norwood, MA: Books24x7 [generator]). 
 Available online through the Simmons Library via Books24x7. 
 
Liang, Y.  JavaScript testing beginner’s guide: test and debug JavaScript the easy way.  

Birmingham, UK: Packt Publishing, 2010 (Norwood, MA: Books24x7 
[generator]). 

 Available online through the Simmons Library via Books24x7. 
 
Thau.  (2007).  The book of JavaScript: a practical guide to interactive web pages.  2nd 

ed.  San Francisco: No Starch Press. 
 Includes a companion website (http://bookofjavascript.com/) with the code 

examples from the book. 
 
Thau’s Advanced JavaScript Tutorial. Webmonkey. Wired.com.  Retrieved from 

http://www.webmonkey.com/2010/02/Advanced_JavaScript_Tutorial/ 
 
White, A.  (2009).  JavaScript Programmer’s Reference.  Indianapolis, IN: John Riley & 

Sons (Norwood, Mass. : Books24x7.com [generator]). 
 Available online through the Simmons Library via Books24x7. 
 
There are countless other resources available free online or through any library. 
 

Good luck! 


