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Where do we come from, where are we standing now, and, after all, where do we want to go? These questions may appear a little bit unusual in the introduction to the manual of a framework. But nevertheless it is worth wile reading, informative and perhaps entertaining. And if we can reach at least some agreement of opinions in the following chapters, we should get along well in the future because then you know more exactly where we want to go and how far your aimed direction matches our ideas, and how it helps you with achieving your objectives.


The advantages of FoxPro

Perhaps you know the saying, “moving house thrice is just like a home burnt down once“. Those who had fought their way from FoxPro/DOS to FoxPro/Windows were very busy with this first move. But as the underlying concept was already quite a modern one, this change could be handled well in most of the cases. And what did a FoxPro developer receive with his development environment – about the following offer still sounding very attractive today:
· No runtime license fees for the applications developed and deployed
· No license cost for the integrated database engine
(which can be deployed together with the applications to end users)
· No license cost for the integrated report designer
(which can be deployed together with the applications to end users)
· Integrated tools for generating forms, menus, and reports
· Integrated tools for help file integration, debugging, and installation
· All kinds of tools for automation of various development tasks (Builders and Wizards)
· A programming language of by far greater capability than the script languages which are so fashionable again these days
· Powerful relational database with alternative client/server back-end database (mostly MSDE / SQL Server but MySQL and others are welcome to)
· Hybrid data access by both record-oriented and SQL-based means
· Calculable development workload in the production of data-oriented applications for all fields of usage
· Performant applications on the fastest PC database available
Looking back, the move from FoxPro/DOS to FoxPro/Windows was relatively easy when compared to the step from FoxPro/ Windows to Visual FoxPro. This second step was a substantially bigger challenge due to completely new concepts like object orientation and inheritance, methods, events, and properties. Regrettably and unexpectedly, some developers have – and alas, with success – avoided this change until today. As a result of this, the know-how and the decision-making ability for a possible change are missing. The question is, how long shall this go on?
The advantages of FoxPro enumerated in this first section have been kept up in Visual FoxPro. And the following substantial extensions have been added:
· Completely object-oriented development environment with a lot of capable classes, inheritance, the container concept and the matching new or extended tools
· Hybrid programming approach both procedural and object-oriented – resembling the alternative data access facility on a record-oriented or set-oriented (SQL) basis
· Support of all modern technologies like ActiveX, OLE automation, and meanwhile of course WebServices, XML, and COM, too
· Fast website setup through database integration and string functions, e.g. with Active FoxPro Pages or WebConnect
It was a stroke of genius not only to keep up the hybrid approach of data access (record-oriented and set-oriented), but to establish a model of programming which is now hybrid, also (procedural and OOP). Changing freely between SKIP and SQL now became possible as well as calling a procedure from an objects method. With this comes the tremendously practical feature of directly editing  the class definitions and form definitions (so-called metadata). This has always permitted bending the inheritance hierarchy into shape in order to insert or correct intermediate levels later. The concept of hierarchical containers replaced the SimpleFrame interface and turned out to be very practical as well. The SimpleFrame user interface was fostered by Microsoft but did not allow two objects with identical names within one form, thus making the basically interesting reuse of aggregated objects a painful job. 

Some programmers had used to copy code and adapt it instead of building an extended standard function, and thus it was their specialty to exchange a small saving of development time for a large lot of maintenance work. In the new Visual FoxPro world, they could of course continue to do this, ruining any thinkable advantage from the very outset. This happened more often than not. On the other hand, the desperate effort to model really everything and anything in classes and to introduce a separate layer of empty intermediate classes for any level thinkable lead to a much too complicated concept of development, a concept nobody can ever communicate to new staff on a project. As always, the truth is to be found somewhere in the middle.
Development really ripened with the large leap in features of the stable and capable version Visual FoxPro 6.0 which is considered the most frequently used version of Visual FoxPro. Owing to its downward compatibility each further update, beginning with Visual FoxPro 3.0, was rather smooth. Therefore people could change to the following version any time, although the German edition of version 7.0 seemed to have several annoying storage leaks. 

Yet more advantages with Visual FoxPro 8.0

The current version Visual FoxPro 8.0 is a substantial step forward from its predecessor, featuring a leap in developing like with the popular version 6.0. You see this especially clearly in the respective treatment by Christian Desbourse which contains a quantitative comparison of all Visual FoxPro versions to date. The translated article has been published in the 12th instalment of the German loose-leaf periodical FoxX Professional, but it is also available online in the dFPUG (German-speaking FoxPro User Group) document portal and in the original English version on Mr. Desbourse’s website (http://www.cdesbourse.com/Technology/t_vfp_evolution_en.htm). Unfortunately, this large step forward in developing is not yet known well enough, and many FoxPro developers do not see it, let alone see the resulting benefit for the practical work.
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The most important features of Visual FoxPro, version 8.0 are:
· New tools like Taskpane, Toolbox, and Code Reference search
· Improvements in tools like the report generator, form designer, view designer and others
· New Builders, e.g. the data environment Builder and the XML Web Service Builder
· Extension of the database by auto-increment fields, expressions and SQL functionality
· Totally new and flexible error handling with the TRY-CATCH construct
· Ample event binding within and outside the own application
· At last, custom visual subclasses for page, column, header, option button, command button
· New classes like Collection, XML Adapter, Cursor Adapter or just Empty
· Support of hyperlinks, delayed data binding etc. in objects
· Further improvements in the areas COM Server, IntelliSense – almost everywhere.
It is called the biggest update since Visual FoxPro 6.0, and rightly so. There is plenty to learn for the users, especially for those of us who have left out one or more updates, i.e. for the majority of those who have now changed from Visual FoxPro 6.0 or even 5.0 directly to VFP 8.0 and may learn the innovations of two or three versions in one go. But to pity them is inappropriate, as any soldier of fortune does update his equipment and sharpens his knife – only FoxPro developers are fond of skipping one or two updates, thus missing out 3 to 5 years of evolution in a market where 5 years mean one generation. Of course it is true: Updating takes not only the update fee, but also a lot of time of getting used to the new thing. And why should one update an existing application when the direct benefit to the paying end user is not already apparent?. On the other hand, it is also true that learning in continuous small steps is better than not to update for years and then be forced to take a giant step which in many cases consumes more time than available in everyday work, ending up in a failure.
In this context Microsoft’s announcements are nearly as important as the multitude of practical technical extensions. For example
· Support promise by Microsoft for Visual FoxPro 8.0 until 2010, that is for a longer time than any other product, and an assumed prolongation in the next year for the following version of Visual FoxPro called Europa
· Availability of a Service Pack 1 for Visual FoxPro – the standard argument in Germany, “I will keep waiting for the first Service Pack because a .0-version by Microsoft won’t work anyhow” is refuted
· Availability of an updated OLE DB provider for Visual FoxPro 8.0
A sad thing is of course the general stop of the localization of the user interface and help file for German and Spanish (all other language supports have come to an end with version 6.0 or at the latest with 7.0, but nobody noticed that around here anyway). Therefore the following bits of information are helpful:

· Availability of a German user interface in the document portal of the dFPUG for free 

· Availability of a German update book for VFP 8.0 via the dFPUG mail order service
· Announcement of a German documentation/ help file by the dFPUG
Putting together the German user interface, the help file of Visual FoxPro 7.0 (if you have got that one), and the update book for VFP 8.0, almost everything except for the Wizards exists in German. Therefore Microsoft’s cost-cutting renunciation of a localization should have little effect on developers’ everyday work. As soon as the German documentation becomes available, this issue comes to an end anyway. 

By the way: There might be an additional argument for you to update to Visual FoxPro 8.0 right now from Visual FoxPro 5.0 and 6.0 or Visual Studio 6.0 / 97. All these old and outdated versions are still allowed to upgrade for low cost and it might be for the last time you will be able to update for such low cost. You should prefer to upgrade old versions right away so you earn an additional year of learning experience (even if you do not use the new version in your production environment) while preserving your update rights for the upcoming version. Alternatively you can spend the money of two updates for one full version in about a year when you want to have the upcoming version Europa with its excellent report writer extensions that you need to have anyhow.

The advantages of Visual Extend
The framework Visual Extend has never left its FoxPro foundation, and we consider this fact an important reason for the success of the product. The summarizing marketing buzzwords have stayed unchanged for many versions, still hitting the nail on the head:
· Develop your own Office compatible applications
· Contains powerful builders for forms, grids, picklists, and many sophisticated one-to-many forms
· Set up new projects in the language of your choice with the Visual Extend Application Wizard
· Integrates perfectly well into your existing Visual FoxPro environment
· Let the Visual Extend Builders do the hard programming work for you
· With Visual Extend, you too can become a Visual FoxPro professional
The existing versions of Visual Extend support the Visual FoxPro developer by means of the following tools:
· Automated project setup
· Office-compatible standard menus with favorites and toolbar
· User administration and access rights
· Data base maintenance, error log, system shutdowns
· Adaptable options dialog and info dialog
· Form Builder with tab definitions for the processing and list display of data
· Grid Builder with incremental search and storage of user settings
· The same Builder combination for 1:n forms
· Builders for various kinds of picklists
· Tools for language administration and message texts
· Integration of reporting functions and filter functions
· Standard classes for Active Desktop, mover boxes, thermometer display, pick date etc.
· Standard functions for primary key generation, logging/audit trail
· Multi-customer usage on one installation and client/server support
· OLE support and help generator
These features successfully cover all standard areas of application development either purely in Visual FoxPro or as a 2-layer application with a back-end database (such as e.g. SQL Server or MSDE) according to the client/server principle. The efforts to implement a complete 3-layer architecture with a separated business logic have not been continued. The demands of this architecture and the level of necessary theoretical background knowledge for developing attractive applications in the area of small to medium businesses are much too high in most of the cases.
Apart from technical reasons there are some further heavyweight arguments in favor of Visual Extend:

· Very long period of practical tests and ripening from Visual FoxPro/Visual Extend 3.0 through the versions 5.0, 6.0, 7.0 and 7.1 to the current version Visual FoxPro / Visual Extend 8.0

· Large basis of users with many hundred users each internationally and in each of the countries of German language which brings about a better independence of local issues
· Solid manufacturer with many years of experience in Visual FoxPro and faithful customers (formerly Devigus Engineering, today the dFPUG itself)
· Copious online support with forum, newsgroups, and a lot of news, documents, lecture manuscripts, articles and slideshows around the product, covering almost every question
Just for the reasons named above, in the German-speaking area more licenses of Visual Extend are sold than of all other suppliers of frameworks in total, and this has a very positive influence on the reliability of the further development and maintenance of the product, even though of course Visual Extend just like Visual FoxPro itself suffers a bit from the often weak willingness of the users to buy an update.
Even more advantages with Visual Extend 8.0

The current version of Visual Extend keeps moving in the same strategic direction that has made the earlier versions of FoxPro so popular, focusing on a stepwise evolution while keeping up backward compatibility as far as possible. The new version Visual Extend 8.0 brings about the largest update ever. The free intermediate release 7.1 did already guarantee the pure ability to run under the new version of Visual FoxPro, 8.0, thus relieving us of time pressure to ship as soon as possible due to the new FoxPro version. Therefore emphasis could be put on a general overhaul and essential extension in many areas. A brief overview of the most important ones among the new features:
· Integrated extended menu designer
· Report redirection into PDF files
· Report output as mail attachment
· Open-dialog in Windows XP style
· Support for treeview controls
· Builder for cTreeViewForm and cTreeViewOneToManyForm

· Product activation key for 32 modules, configurable by the developer only
· Configurable Internet download scripting for e.g. application updates
· SQL Server database update for clients

· Update page for cPickTextBox Builder as for cPickFieldBuilder

· New table-driven cPickAlternate Builder

· Application Manager as a VFP8 TaskPane

· Use of DataEnvironment classes
· Additional sample applications, sourcecode included 

· Enhancements of the Grid and Form Builder 

· Extended cSearchDialog with 5+ criteria
· Integration of a backup function

· New XP layout of the login dialog
· Vastly extended OLE automation for WinWord 

· cPickDate with additional hotkeys 

· New class cDatetime for the input of date/time values
The report designer always came in as the top issue when the dFPUG conducted big opinion polls about the demands on the new Visual FoxPro version 8.0. The new version of Visual Extend expands the report designer by PDF output and eMail output, and hence increases the utility of existing applications without additional labor. The menu designer came in second. It is also being addressed thoroughly and in an elegant manner in the new version.
Something had to be done about the look-and-feel also. Treeviews are state of the craft, and Windows XP has beautiful looks, but extended picklists and many other extensions of the user interface are naturally indispensable for the production of easily usable applications. In any case, here is also a large variety of possibilities not only to develop new applications faster, but also extend existing applications easily in order to offer a reworked release to customers.
As almost half of the professional developers work in the field of client/server computing as well, the database update feature has been extended for this area. For the others a function for data backup was added which is simple to integrate into one’s own application. It generates ZIP files without further license fees or installation hassle.
And for those who do not only develop in-house, but also offer their software on the free market, we now finally have a sensible solution for updating the application via the Internet, and also a product activation with individual rights for up to 32 modules by means of an activation key freely definable. This method is working well in the sales of Visual Extend itself. We therefore offer an extended variant of it to all developers.

The multilingual ability of Visual Extend has proved its worth, too. The international spread of its users show this. For that reason we offer this feature in an enlarged variant to all developers: The language support of the generated applications has been extended from hitherto German, English, French, Italian and Spanish by Greek, Bulgarian and Czech to 8 languages in total supported by the applications. Additional languages are soon to follow.
As with the Service Pack 1 for Visual FoxPro 8.0 we can announce a new build for Visual Extend 8.0 to. Yes, there were some bugs fixed but additionally we added the following capabilities:

· Extension of menu designer to add code to events and define menu positions
· New version of VFX.FLL (containing ZIP and activation functions) for Windows 98

· Enhanced form builder with better positioning and an rearrange-all option

· Enhanced search dialog for better usability

· Storage of temporary files in the sys(2023)-directory instead of EXE directory

The new build is available at the website http://www.visualextend.com for free download.
The next versions
For the next version of Visual FoxPro named Europa, a first list of new features has been disclosed for the second half of 2004; among others, you will find
· Extensible report designer with events and rights
· Extensibility of reports at run-time
· Cease of limitations in all areas, including SQL
· Substantial extension of the SQL syntax
· New data types and data base functions
· Docking and resizing for custom forms
· Various graphical functions and optical enhancements
· Extended properties window with Builder integration
· Background compiling with syntax coloration of errors
The main emphasis of Visual FoxPro’s next version, apart from the important issue of the report generator, will be the cease of limitations in any respect and the increase of developers’ productivity. This improves the value of the product for the developer considerably without interfering with frameworks in any way whatsoever. And of course we can already draw up a list of the first ideas about Visual Extend, version 9.0, though not a definitive one:
· Integration of Cursor Adaptor and perhaps XML Adaptor

· Further Builders for the automation of common tasks
· Integration with the Toolbox

· Support for further languages
· Support of the new features in the report designer and in the report generator
· Management of docking positions of user windows
· Interface classes for standard tasks like address management
· New features for the adaptation of the user interface through end users
If you have additional ideas and wishes please contact us in the newsgroup and send your ideas to  mailto:vfxwish@visualextend.de as soon as possible.

As it will take some time until Visual FoxPro 9.0 is completed, we have looked for other areas of improvement meanwhile. That is, making further sample applications and ready-to-run solutions to be taken over into the developer’s own range of software, e.g. in the subject areas as follows:
· Address management
· Billing

· Bookkeeping/ financial accounting
· Maintenance of online shops
· Offline reader

· Server service

However Visual FoxPro 9.0 and the corresponding version Visual Extend 9.0 lay some time ahead of us. So for the time being you should not worry about that, just be sure that the respective products are obviously under continuous development, and this fact can only be of benefit to you. That is the only thing such product previews shall demonstrate. And they shall prevent you from investing work in the development of features which you are going to receive in the following version anyway. So announcing the next version is useful, but under no circumstances shall it be an obstacle to working your way into the current version of Visual FoxPro and Visual Extend – and using them.

