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Replacing Old Website Templates in Dreamweaver

By Jefferis Kent Peterson, I 

Peterson Design Studio
http://www.PetersonSales.com
One of the most difficult tasks for a web designer is updating legacy websites. Legacy websites are websites which have existed for many years. Often these sites have outdated code or are badly in need of an upgrade. For years, Dreamweaver has used templates to allow an entire site to be updated at once simply by making changes to a master page. But what do you do when the template itself was developed with outdated code and the site needs a complete design overhaul?   How do you fix it without having to cut and paste the content from every existing page to a newly designed one?  

In the early days of web page development, using tables for page layout was standard operating procedure. CSS did not work.  Reliable, hierarchical navigation menu systems did not exist, so it was easier for a developer to create multiple templates for various sections of a website with tables for links. For example, one template might cover category pages, while another would cover catalog pages.  One site I developed over the course of 14 years had 6 active templates. I was faced with a dilemma. The site badly needed a new design and new code, but how could I update the templates and 300 pages of static web content without spending weeks of labor? The answer came through experimentation with a two-step process in Dreamweaver. 

Overwriting a Single Template

With trepidation and fear of making a colossal mess of things, I backed up the site I wanted to modify. If you have ever updated an entire site with Dreamweaver’s find and replace feature to discover you have destroyed valid code in every document, a good back up is a helpful thing, so I recommend you do the same before attempting my solutions. 

The first step in replacing an existing template is to make a copy of the outdated template and give it a new name. Just put that copy aside for safekeeping.  After you have created a new page design for the site’s new layout, save the new page as a template in Dreamweaver  (choose File > Save As Template).  In this case, I named the new template 2009.  The next step is to open the old template and look at its editable regions.  There will be regions called Doctitle and an editable Head, which will also exist on your new template by default. You do not have to worry about those two, but you need to pay attention to the user created editable regions. Look in the code for areas that are enclosed by tags that begin and end with the word editable.  Here’ is an example of the code for an editable footer region: 

<!-- TemplateBeginEditable name="footer" --> Footer content goes here<!-- TemplateEndEditable -->
Let’s say you have three editable regions in your old template called leftColumn, mainContent, and footer.  In order to overlay the new template on the old, you need to create the same editable regions on the new template and give them exactly the same names, matching upper and lower cases (choose Insert > Template Objects > Editable Region). Your leftColumn in the new design can appear anywhere on the page you want. It does not have to be a left column, but just remember that whatever content appears in the current template’s left column will now appear on the new page in the area you have defined as the leftColumn.  And any region you do not include in the new template will be lost when you update the existing pages.
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File View in Dreamweaver 

After you have designed your new page and have matched the editable areas, you are now ready to take the plunge.  Close all your documents and look at these pages in File View in Dreamweaver (fig 1 above). Rename your original template.  Say your site template was called 2006.dwt  (dwt is the Dreamweaver file extension for templates).  Rename it to something like Old2006.dwt.  When Dreamweaver asks you if you want to update other pages and links, click no.  Next, rename a copy of your new 2009 template. In this case, name it 2006.dwt.  Dreamweaver will now see all the child pages created by the original 2006 template linked to this new file. Open the new 2006 template. Since editable regions do not get updated when you make a change on the template, you can safely make changes in those regions without changing your existing child pages. So, in any editable region, just type a space and then select Save. When Dreamweaver asks you if you want to update the child pages in the site, click yes.  Every child page, which uses the 2006 template, will be updated to the new design. If there are areas that do not match, for example if you misnamed the footer region as FOOTer, Dreamweaver will warn you and ask you to resolve the conflict in a dialog box. However, I would not rely on this dialog box to fix your problems. If you can, just cancel the update and figure out what you did wrong. Make sure the editable regions’ names match exactly. Once the pages match and the update is complete, your 2006 pages will now have the new 2009 design. 

Turning a Website with Multiple Templates into a Website with One Template. 

The procedure for updating a site with multiple templates is similar to changing out a single template, but with a few more steps. The problem with my legacy site, with multiple templates, was that the editable regions in the various templates did not match. One portal template had a region called lefNav and its main content area was called body1.  Other templates had no leftNav, had a textarea instead of body1, and the pages had a closing region.  Imagine this problem multiplied by 6 templates, each with different names for their editable regions!  The good news is that you can create editable regions right next to each other in a master template. Regions without content will not be visible on the new pages. You must still create editable regions to match each region you are trying to replace. The trick is to create these regions as Optional Editable Regions  (choose Insert > Template Objects > Optional Editable Region).  Here is a picture of the universal template designed with optional regions for a legacy site called The Scholars Corner (http://www.ScholarsCorner.com) (fig 2):
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The title region was common to every template, so that became a regular editable region. The regions in this photo preceded by “if” statements are optional regions. I created this new, universal template and named it 2009.dwt.

Once I created this universal template to include all the editable regions of the six existing templates, I went through the process of renaming a copy of the new template for each of the old templates, as outlined in the single template example above. So, if the old templates were 2005.dwt and 2006.dwt, I renamed a separate copy of the 2009 template to match each one. I did this for all of the old template names and then updated all their child pages. After stepping through this process for each of the old templates, all my pages now matched the new design and layout. 

However, I was still stuck with 6 identical templates with 6 different names. All the pages looked alike, but I did not want to be forced to modify 6 templates every time I needed to make a design change, so I took the next bold step.  Every child page (every page that is created from a template) will have in its code, near the top of its header, a tag linking it to its parent. It will look something like this:

 <! -- InstanceBegin template="/Templates/2007.dwt" codeOutsideHTMLIsLocked="false" -->

This tag tells you that the page was created using a template called 2007.dwt. That code allows Dreamweaver to know which pages must be updated when you make a change to a particular template.

The final step in the process must be done using the find & replace feature. Because the name of the template’s parent is in a locked region of the child page’s code, you cannot edit the parent tag within Dreamweaver using normal find and replace on the page or by editing the code by hand. Dreamweaver will prevent you from making the changes to selected or open files.  The only way to update this code on multiple pages at the same time is to use the very powerful and very dangerous find/replace feature in Dreamweaver using the Entire Local Site/Source Code command (fig 3).  In this case, I did a global find/replace on the source code of  /Templates/2007.dwt and replaced it with the source code /Templates/2009.dwt. Since this code only appears in child pages, it will not make changes on any of the parent templates.
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The result is that all pages created with 2007.dwt now tell Dreamweaver that they were created with the 2009 template instead:

<! -- InstanceBegin template="/Templates/2009.dwt" codeOutsideHTMLIsLocked="false" -->

From this point on, any change made to the new 2009.dwt template will update these pages as well.

I followed this Entire Local Site renaming procedure for all of the child pages with tagged links to other templates: 2003.dwt, 2004.dwt, etc. By the time I was done, every single child page listed its parent as 2009.dwt, and any change made to the 2009 template will update every single page on the website. After completing these updates, none of the pages were linked to the old template names like 2006.dwt or 2007.dwt, and I could safely discard those templates. 

If I had chosen to update a 300-page site by hand, copying and pasting the content of each page into the new template, what took me only a day, would have taken me perhaps a week of labor.  I hope you find this workflow feature a helpful addition to your Webmaster’s bag of tricks.

Jefferis Peterson is a Macintosh pioneer, acquiring his first 128k Mac in 1984. In 1993, he produced one of the first Internet magazines called, O Theophilus, and some of the first educational courses for the web. He started his own web design and marketing company in 1999, Peterson Design Studio (http://www.PetersonSales.com), and is still acquiring new clients. Jefferis is also an author and a part-time writer/theologian for The Scholar's Corner.
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