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Introduction

This white paper outlines an alternative way to think about development for Microsoft
SharePoint. In some ways, what'’s described is counter to the conventional wisdom, so if it
doesn’t get some people’s hackles up, then it's not written right.

The premise is that the most common development approach -- using managed code which
is developed in Visual Studio -- is more costly, time-consuming, and error prone than the
approach using the Middle Tier which is described here. That’s not saying that managed
code is unnecessary; it’s saying that much of the time it is overkill and that solutions can be
developed, deployed, and managed more quickly and safely than with managed code.

For those of you who find that the estimates from your .NET providers (internal or external)
for implementing a solution are prohibitively high, there’s another option: the Middle Tier.

What Is the Middle Tier?

Implementation efforts in SharePoint can be segmented into three very clear layers where
one can do the work:

First Tier: The SharePoint Ul and Central Administration
This is where all of the basic setup and configuration for a SharePoint implementation
happens. Generally there are two sets of people who work in this layer: End Users and
Administrators.

Middle Tier: SharePoint Designer
This is the Middle Tier which this paper describes. Most documentation and training
focuses on the other two layers, but there is much that can be done purely in the Middle
Tier using Data View Web Parts (DVWPs), scripting (in the form of JavaScript or jQuery),
and Cascading Style Sheets (CSS).

Third Tier: Visual Studio
This is where traditional SharePoint development occurs. Developers write custom code
in C# or Visual Basic which interacts with SharePoint through the Object Model. These
custom solutions are generally deployed to the SharePoint farm using packaged Features
which deploy files into the file system on the server and/or executables in the form of
DLLs into the Global Assembly Cache (GAC).

The Middle Tier moniker makes sense because it essentially sits between the other two in
terms of effort and complexity and because it truly is a middle ground which draws from
both of the two extremes.
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What Is Development?

This may seem like a rather silly question to ask, but when it comes to SharePoint, there are
multiple schools of thought on what development actually is. Cutting through the
marketing and advertising, SharePoint is basically an application and development platform.
What this means is that it can be used right out of the box (quite well, in fact) or be used as a
platform upon which to build other applications.

The term development can mean many things. Interestingly enough, looking at the
dictionary definitions, it is hard to find anything specific to the way most computing
professionals think about it. What is there is pretty basic:

The process of analysis, design, coding and testing software’.

Note that the definition doesn’t say anything about what the “software” is. There’s a
prejudice on the part of Microsoft and the general .NET development community which says
that if it isn’t .NET code, then it isn’t “true” development. This is nonsense. Development is
development is development. If you have to write code, whether it is C# or CSS or script (or
Logo or FORTRAN or COBOL or...), you are developing something.

Historical Context

Techies used to be called programmers because that’s what they generally did: wrote free-
standing “programs” which accomplished a small set of tasks. Somewhere along the way the
term “programmer” became derogatory in favor of the more high-falutin’ term “developer”.

It doesn’t matter what language or toolset you are using to write software: you need
discipline and organization, the ability to break complex problems down into their piece
parts, spy repeatable actions, and create code which performs the exact same tasks the exact
same way over and over and over again.

Computers these days do much of the work for us, offering us rich IDEs and things like
Intellisense which take huge parts of the thinking off the plate. (Punch cards anyone?
Teletype terminals?)

Never before in the history of technology have the available tools been so richly capable of
taking our hands and walking us down the path, whether it be the path to riches or the path
to failure. But the tools don’t make the solutions good. People make the solutions good.
People still need to decide which tools are appropriate for each given set of tasks. Sure, the
tools are going to get better and better over time (look at Visual Studio 2010 versus VB2), but
good tools don’t provide an excuse for bad thinking.

1 Dictionary.com, "development,” in The Free On - line Dictionary of Computing . Source location:

Denis Howe. http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/development . Available:
http://dictionary.reference.com . Accessed: April 11, 2010.
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So what is a “SharePoint Developer”? One can find advertisements for positions with this

What Makes the Middle Tier Approach Different?

T

Data View Web Parts (DVWPSs)
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