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Introduction

WordPress is the world’s most popular content management system (CMS), and it continues to grow in 
popularity. There’s an increasing trend for owners of websites of all descriptions to move to WordPress as their 
needs scale, along with their frustration with other customized or unintuitive CMSs that they may be using. As 
Matt Mullenweg said in 2012:

“We might not always be the platform people start with, but we want to be what the best 
graduate to.”

WordPress is now far more than a blogging platform. Enhancements such as custom post types and 
taxonomies, as well as improvements to the Dashboard such as the Menus screen added in version 3.0, and the 
new Media Manager enhancements in version 3.5, mean that developers can push WordPress further and users 
can quickly create beautiful, customized websites. If you’re prepared to write custom functions and hook into 
the WordPress APIs, then there’s very little you can’t do.

WordPress is free and open source, with a large and dedicated community of users and developers, which is one 
of its strengths. It’s also a platform on which you can build a career and a business. As a WordPress developer 
you may be considering setting up your own agency building WordPress-powered sites, or you may have 
already done this and want to take your skills to the next level so you can meet the needs of larger clients with 
more complex requirements.

This book will help you advance your WordPress skills so you can become a sought-after WordPress 
professional—working with teams and clients to create unique and powerful projects.

Who This Book Is For
This book is for WordPress developers. It won’t teach you how to set up a WordPress installation and add 
themes, plugins, and content to create a basic site. You can find many other books out there that do that.

The book is aimed at people who have experience with web development and developing with WordPress. 
You might be an experienced plugin or theme developer, or you may have built sites for a handful of clients. 
You could be working as part of an agency team using WordPress, or in the web department of an organization 
whose own site is powered by WordPress. Or you could simply be an enthusiastic WordPress developer who 
wants to take things further.

Most of the examples in this book will teach you how to code custom PHP to make WordPress do what you 
want—you won’t learn how to use the WordPress admin screens here. Although some screenshots of the admin 
are included, you won’t learn which button to click or which menu to select—it is assumed that you already 
know this.

To get the most from this book, then, you should have a solid understanding of HTML, some CSS experience, 
and be capable of writing your own PHP. All the PHP in the examples is explained in detail but the book does 
not provide an introduction to PHP (again, there are other books that do that).
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What This Book Covers
As WordPress becomes more popular and more widely accepted as a serious CMS, there is an increasing need 
for skilled developers who can use it to build custom websites that are much more than a blog or simple 
“brochureware.”

In addition, as large organizations switch over to WordPress, there is a need for WordPress developers who can 
manage large-scale web development projects, understand client needs, lead teams of developers, and develop 
robust, future-proof sites.

This book focuses on both of these. In the first part you will learn about WordPress as a professional tool, and 
about the skills you need to manage WordPress projects. You won’t get a complete primer on business or 
management, but you will be prompted to think about how your WordPress skills need to be complemented by 
project management, planning, and team management skills. In the subsequent parts you will learn techniques 
for pushing WordPress to create powerful, customized sites. You will learn how to customize the admin and 
enhance security, as well as how to build mobile or responsive sites and make the best use of JavaScript and 
CSS alongside PHP. You’ll learn when to add functionality via themes and when to use plugins, and make use of 
conditional tags for styling and content. Finally, you’ll learn about releasing your code to the public, so you can 
test, submit, and market your themes and/or plugins and prepare them for translation.

How This Book Is Structured
This book isn’t designed to be read from cover to cover (although please feel free to do so!). You can dip into 
chapters relevant to your expertise and learning needs, as each chapter stands alone. However, the book is 
divided into four related parts. 

Part I: Professional WordPress Development
If you’re an experienced WordPress developer but have little experience using WordPress professionally or 
managing WordPress projects, this part of the book will introduce you to the relevant considerations and  
skills.

	 ■	 Chapter 1: “WordPress As a Professional Web Development Tool”—Why WordPress is great tool 
for professional web development and for building a career. Learn about the potential for professional 
WordPress development—it isn’t just about client work.

	 ■	 Chapter 2: “Kicking Off a WordPress Project”—How to begin WordPress projects in a way that gives you 
the best chance of success, including planning, writing a technical brief, and setting up your development 
environment.

Part II: Content and Administration
This part explains how WordPress manages content and data, and it will provide the skills you need to 
customize the WordPress admin for your clients.

	 ■	 Chapter 3: “Content Organization and Relationships”—An analysis of how WordPress uses tables 
to store different kinds of content and the relationships between these tables, and what it means for 
development.
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	 ■	 Chapter 4: “Customizing the WordPress Admin for Client Sites”— How to customize the admin screens 
to make things easier for your clients and give them access to settings and options. This chapter also covers 
the Settings API.

Part III: Practicalities of Developing and Hosting WordPress Sites
As covered in this part, ensuring that you have robust hosting and development environments and can protect your 
code from security attacks or other problems enhances your reputation as a developer and saves you a lot of time.

	 ■	 Chapter 5: “Development and Hosting Environments”—How to identify the most appropriate 
development and hosting environments for your projects, set them up, and configure them.

	 ■	 Chapter 6: “Avoiding and Dealing with Disaster”— Everyone dreads a site being hacked or breaking 
after a WordPress update. This chapter shows you how to anticipate potential problems and avoid them, as 
well as how to deal with disaster if it does strike.

Part IV: Pushing the Limits: The Best Tools for Site Development
One of WordPress’ many strengths is that you often have more than one way to accomplish a task. Using specific 
areas of development, this part of the book looks at the different options you have to achieve your objectives. 
Sometimes there is a “better” approach, but on other occasions it comes down to the specifics of the project or 
to your own, your client’s, or your team’s experience and preferences.

	 ■	 Chapter 7: “Theme Building: Frameworks, Standalone Themes, or Child Themes?”—There are a few valid 
approaches to developing themes, and none of them is necessarily the “best” one. In this chapter you’ll learn 
about the different approaches and when each might be most useful; how to interact with the popular theme 
frameworks; and how to build your own framework using custom action hooks and filter hooks.

	 ■	 Chapter 8: “Conditional Content: Functions, Template Files, and Styling”—Different sections within a 
site may need to work in very different ways, either functionally or visually. In this chapter you’ll learn how 
to use a variety of methods to achieve this.

	 ■	 Chapter 9: “Custom Functionality in Theme Functions and Plugins”—Sometimes it’s appropriate to add 
functionality to your theme’s functions file, but in many cases writing a plugin will be better. In this chapter 
you’ll learn how to identify which approach to use and how to build plugins to add commonly required 
functionality.

	 ■	 Chapter 10: “Making a Site Soar: HTML, JavaScript, and CSS”— WordPress sites don’t run on PHP alone. 
To build interactivity, styling, and media into your projects you’ll need to work with CSS and JavaScript, 
and no theme will function without HTML. In this chapter you’ll learn how to use these languages within 
WordPress and how to add animations, enhance the use of media, and customize navigation menus. 

	 ■	 Chapter 11: “Device Compatibility: Responsive and Mobile Development”— Responsive design has 
now entered the mainstream. In this chapter you’ll learn how to add a responsive layout to your themes, 
how to work mobile first, and when to use a separate mobile theme for custom mobile sites.

	 ■	 Chapter 12: “Releasing Your Code to the Public”—There are many opportunities for developers to 
share their code, either free or for payment. This chapter explores requirements for themes and plugins in 
the WordPress repository and how to submit them, and looks at the practicalities of selling your code for 
money, including how to identify a need and how to market and distribute your code. Finally, you’ll learn 
how to prepare your code for translation.
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What You Need to Use This Book
All examples in this book have been developed using WordPress version 3.5. In some cases the Twenty Twelve 
theme (http://wordpress.org/extend/themes/twentytwelve) has been used to power sites used 
in the examples.

In order to follow along, you’ll need the following:

	 ■	 A local or remote installation of WordPress 3.5 or later (preferably the latest version)

	 ■	 A text editor (with FTP access if you’re working remotely)

	 ■	 A modern browser

You’ll have your own preferred text editor and browser, so I won’t make recommendations.

WordPress Documentation
The best source of documentation on WordPress is the codex at http://codex.wordpress.org/. Each 
chapter also contains a “Further Reading” section at the end, and in many cases the links quoted are to pages 
in the Codex. Codex pages are continually edited and added to, so if you can’t find any of the resources listed, a 
search of the Codex is your best bet.

Source Code
As you work through the examples in this book, you may choose either to type in all the code manually or to 
use the source code files that accompany the book. All of the source code used in this book is available for 
download at www.wiley.com/go/ptl/wordpress. For example, you will find the following sample code 
online in the Chapter 10 folder, in the Example project, and the example.php file.

Example.php 

<?php
function wpptl_call_scripts3() {
 wp_enqueue_script( ‘example_script’, plugins_url(‘/js/example-script.js’, 
__FILE__), , , true );            
}    
add_action(‘wp_enqueue_scripts’, ‘wpptl_call_scripts3’ );
?>

Some source code snippets shown in the book are not comprehensive, as they are meant to help you 
understand a particular concept in the chapter. For these instances, you can refer to the files available on the 
website for the complete source code.

http://wordpress.org/extend/themes/twentytwelve
http://codex.wordpress.org/
http://www.wiley.com/go/ptl.ios6programming
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Chapter 1

WordPress As a 
Professional Web 
Development Tool

WordPress was originally established as a tool for bloggers, aimed at the growing community of people writing 
personal, technical, or business blogs, and providing them with a platform they could use to host that blog on 
their own server. But WordPress has evolved—significantly. It is no longer simply a blogging tool, but a fully 
fledged content management system (CMS), with a myriad of features that enable developers to experiment 
with the structure and functionality of a site, customize the dashboard and admin screens for users, and install 
plugins to enable whatever additional capabilities the site needs.

WordPress, to put it simply, is now a professional web development tool, used by thousands of web 
professionals to build sites for themselves, their clients, and other users. It’s a tool on which you can build a 
business.

This chapter looks at the WordPress features you can harness as a professional web developer, and identifies 
how your working practices may need to change if you’re scaling up your WordPress practice. You’ll learn some 
techniques for improving your working and coding practices when collaborating as part of a larger team, 
and find out how to manage large web design and development projects, including the skills you’ll need and 
the people you can expect to work with. You’ll also look at the implications of building and possibly selling 
WordPress themes and plugins for release to other users and developers.

What It Means to Be a Professional WordPress Developer
If you’re reading this book, there’s a good chance that you already use WordPress on a professional or semi-
professional basis. Maybe you work for an agency that builds client sites in WordPress, or for a company with a 
WordPress site that you maintain. You could be a freelance WordPress developer, or perhaps you’re starting out 
as a fully fledged WordPress professional, setting up your own agency and building WordPress-powered sites for 
your own clients.

If you’re going to do this professionally, you’ll have to adapt your working style and practices, as well as your 
approach to development and coding. As a bare minimum, you’ll need to do the following:

	 ■	 Ensure that you understand WordPress well enough to build a diverse range of complex sites with it.

	 ■	 Change the way you code so that people you’re working with can understand what you’ve done and work 
with your code.
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	 ■	 Start thinking imaginatively about WordPress development, and in particular about how you can harness 
WordPress to solve your clients’ real-world problems.

	 ■	 Develop the skills needed to explain to your clients how WordPress, and the site you design and develop 
using it, can benefit them.

	 ■	 Come to grips with the more commercial aspects of WordPress—using it to enhance your clients’ SEO, 
seeing the potential to maximize your earning potential from WordPress, and possibly start selling themes 
or plugins.

As you work through this book you’ll see that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to being a WordPress 
professional, but there are some practices and capabilities all WordPress professionals need, and others that 
will be more relevant to you depending on exactly how you work with WordPress. We’ll be revisiting this theme 
throughout the book, particularly in Part IV, “Pushing the Limits: The Best Tools for Site Development.”

Professional Coding Practices
The first thing you need to do if you want to scale up your approach to WordPress is review the way you code. 
Ask yourself: Who else looks at or works with your code at the moment?

The answer will vary according to where and how you work. If you’re not running your own agency, you are 
probably not the person with ultimate responsibility for the quality and robustness of your code. Conversely, 
you might be the only person who works with your code.

Professional coding practices are about more than writing valid, standards-compliant code, although that is 
essential—and hopefully you already do this. It’s about writing code that other developers can happily work 
with and develop further. If you’re developing themes or plugins for other WordPress users to install, then  
you may need to focus on writing code that is resistant to the kind of hacking a WordPress novice might  
subject it to.

There are a few aspects to professional coding practices:

	 ■	 Make sure your code is valid and standards-compliant.

	 ■	 Use up-to-date coding methods.

	 ■	 Comply with the WordPress coding standards.

	 ■	 Make your code tidy.

	 ■	 Structure your files well.

	 ■	 Be consistent.

	 ■	 Use comments liberally.

The following sections describe what these guidelines mean in practice.

Valid and Standards-Compliant Code
Yes, I’ve already said this, but it is absolutely fundamental. If you haven’t run the HTML in your themes or plugins 
through a validator, do it! The most popular method for validating your code is to use the W3C validator at 
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http://validator.w3.org. This is the most widely used approach and the first place to start. However, 
validating your code involves more than just this. It includes (but is by no means limited to) the following:

	 ■	 Validating against accessibility standards, including WAI, or the Web Accessibility Intitiative

	 ■	 Checking links

	 ■	 Validating feeds

	 ■	 Cross-browser compatibility checking (including handheld and tablet devices)

For a long list of validation tools and techniques, take a look at the guidance on the WordPress codex at 
http://codex.wordpress.org/Validating_a_Website.

Up-to-Date Coding Methods
If others are going to be working with your code, especially if they’re going to be paying for it, it’s imperative 
that you write code that is up to date. For example:

	 ■	 Don’t use tables for layout (we really hope you stopped doing this a while back, but it bears repeating).

	 ■	 Use the most recent versions of the main coding languages—HTML5 and CSS3.

	 ■	 Avoid using deprecated code—although browsers are generally forgiving, your users may not be.

	 ■	 Accept that you can’t keep up to date with everything, but make sure you read web development blogs, 
journals, and magazines so you’re not completely out of the loop.

	 ■	 If a project involves something you haven’t done for a while (or at all), do some research before starting—
or hire a specialist as a freelancer or staff member.

WordPress Coding Standards
The WordPress codex details a set of standard coding practices, designed to help enhance consistency in 
WordPress code structure. This includes standards for PHP, HTML, and CSS.

Get to know these standards and use them. Even if you come across code that doesn’t adhere to them, it’s good 
practice to use them yourself and to expect members of your team to do so. The consistency and clarity that this 
brings to your code will help others who work with it, including your team—and your clients if you are selling 
themes or plugins.

Tidy Code
If other people are going to be working with your code, especially if they aren’t advanced developers 
themselves, your code has to be easy to understand. Adhering to the following best practices will result in code 
that is easier to work with and harder to break:

	 ■	 Use line breaks and indentation to help others see how your code is structured in one glance.

	 ■	 Avoid empty divs and other elements added purely for styling—try to keep your markup lean and use CSS 
to style it, including the use of CSS pseudo-elements where appropriate.

	 ■	 Rationalize your stylesheets to avoid duplication—if two or more elements or classes have the same 
styling, code it once instead of doing it repeatedly for each one.

http://validator.w3.org
http://codex.wordpress.org/Validating_a_Website
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Well-Structured Files
Files that have a clear structure are much easier for other developers to work with.

Your markup should be written in the order it appears on the page, even where you’re using CSS to position it 
outside that flow. So if your layout shows the header first, then the content and sidebar followed by a footer, 
code it in that order. This will not only help other developers, but also improve accessibility, as screen readers 
read the code in the order in which it’s written.

Structure your stylesheets in sections, with a summary of the structure at the beginning. For example, the 
Twenty Eleven theme (http://wordpress.org/extend/themes/twentyeleven) is split into no less 
than 21 sections, which include the following:

	 ■	 CSS reset (this should always come first)

	 ■	 Structure (for overall page layout)

	 ■	 Global (for global elements such as fonts, list styling, and colors)

	 ■	 Header (specific styling for the header layout)

	 ■	 Menu (for the navigation menu)

	 ■	 Content (for page or post content)

	 ■	 Link (for links, including links in text and page titles)

	 ■	 Image (for images within the content)

	 ■	 Widgets

	 ■	 Footer

	 ■	 Media queries

Your themes may not need so many sections, but if you are developing themes for others to download and use, 
you’ll need to cover all the bases.

Consistency
People who need to work with your code don’t want any surprises, so consistency is essential.

For example, when coding HTML within PHP files, use a consistent method.

Some developers prefer to write opening and closing PHP tags every time they need to add markup, as shown 
in the following very simplified extract from the WordPress loop:

<?php if ( have_posts() ) while ( have_posts() ) : the_post(); ?>
  <article>
    <?php the_content(); ?>
  </article>
<?php endwhile; ?>

http://wordpress.org/extend/themes/twentyeleven
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Other developers prefer to stay in PHP, and use echo instead:

<?php if ( have_posts() ) while ( have_posts() ) : the_post(); ?>
  echo “<article>”;
    the_content();
  echo “</article>”;
endwhile; ?>

The first approach is probably the most commonly used, and it is preferable if the people who will be working 
with your code are more familiar with HTML than they are with PHP. Whichever you choose, make sure you stick 
with it.

You should also use and format comments consistently. For example, you might prefer to add comments to 
your PHP on the same line as the code:

<?php the_content(); ?> // this is a comment

Conversely, you might prefer adding comments on separate lines:

<?php
/* this is a multiline comment
which spans more than one line */
?>

Again, whichever you do, be consistent and use the correct syntax.

CSS styles comments in the same way. HTML, however, uses only one kind of commenting syntax:

<article><!-- comments here --></article>

You already know how you prefer to code, and don’t need us to tell you how to do it—but it’s important to 
consider your preferences when other people will be working with that code, to ensure consistency and ease of 
understanding. You may also want to specify some coding practices and habits for other members of your team 
so you’re all working in the same way.

Avoiding Duplication of Function and File Names
Whenever you write a new function, it’s essential that you give that function a unique name to void any conflicts 
with WordPress functions or functions in other plugins or the active theme. It’s normal practice to add a prefix to 
each function that corresponds to the name of your theme or plugin.

A function such as the following runs the risk of not being unique:

<?php
function name_of_function(){
 // function contents
}
?>
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Instead, it should have a prefix, as follows:

<?php
function prefix_name_of_function(){
 // function contents
}
?>

In this book I prefix all functions with wpptl_:

<?php
function wpptl_name_of_function(){
 // function contents
}
?>

This also applies to any the names of any hooks you register and of files you create in plugins. It doesn’t apply to 
theme template files—these need to adopt the standard filenames for template files if they’re going to work.

Liberal Use of Comments
Still on the topic of comments, it’s worth stressing how important they are when working with other 
developers. Try to anticipate any places in your code where a comment could be useful to someone unfamiliar 
with it. This will help other developers understand at a glance what your code is designed to achieve.

As I discuss later in this book, there is almost always more than one way to achieve something in WordPress, and 
in code. The next person to work on your files may have a different way they prefer to code something, so what 
you’ve done may not make sense to them. By adding a comment, you’re telling them what your code does and 
where it applies.

Commenting liberally will also help you when you revisit some code you wrote a year ago on a client site that 
now needs updating. The chances are good that this will happen at 4:00 p.m. on a Friday when the client’s site 
has hit a problem and you need to edit some offending code fast. Good commenting can mean the difference 
between finding the problem straightaway, making the edit, and being home in time for the weekend, versus 
slogging through thousands of lines of code and missing your kid’s soccer game.

Following are some tips for good comments:

	 ■	 Use comments at the beginning of your file to explain what the file does. For example, in template files 
include a note about what data it displays and any customizations you’ve made to the loop or other parts 
of the file; and in plugin files add a note regarding its functionality. For example:

/**
* Template Name:    sidebar-products.php
*
* The include file used for the sidebar on pages using the
  single-product.php template. Displays a gallery of product images
  (omitting the featured image which is displayed in the content).
*
* @package WordPress Pushing the Limits
* @since 1.0
*/



Chapter 1: WordPress As a Professional Web Development Tool 13

		  This comment tells users the name of the template file, what it does, the theme it is part of (@package), 
and which version of the theme it has been in place since (@since). You should use a similar system for 
plugin files.

	 ■	 Use comments to demarcate the sections of your code, not only in stylesheets but also in your theme 
template files and functions file.

	 ■	 Comment anything that is nonstandard.

	 ■	 Comment anything that took you a while to work out—use detailed comments so when you come back to 
it, you don’t have to think it through again.

	 ■	 Comment anything that you know someone else will be working on—for example, if your theme files 
contain scripts that you’ll be asking a JavaScript developer to perfect, add comments explaining where 
they apply in the site.

	 ■	 Use wording in your comments that you can find using a search later—so don’t abbreviate, and use terms 
others would understand.

	 ■	 Whenever you comment out some code, add a comment to yourself containing the reason. That way, if 
you forget to remove the code after you’ve finished, or want to add it back in the future, you’ll know what’s 
going on.

	 ■	 When in doubt, add a comment!

Approaching Large-Scale Site Design
So, now that you’re running a professional WordPress business (or planning to), you’re going to want to attract 
big clients—clients with exciting, complex requirements for their website, and the budget to match.

The reality, of course, is that not all of your clients will be like this—indeed, if you’re new to this game, the 
chances are good that smaller clients will be your bread and butter in the early years, but it’s a good idea to set 
your sights high and develop working practices in line with this goal.

You may have worked on large, complex sites before, perhaps as an employee in an organization’s web team. 
However, you may not have had overall responsibility for the site, for managing its development, and for 
working with its stakeholders.

To work with clients and manage the completion of large-scale web design projects, you need some key skills:

	 ■	 The ability to work with a range of stakeholders

	 ■	 A balance between technical capability and business sense

	 ■	 Communication skills

	 ■	 Planning and project management skills

	 ■	 Problem-solving skills

The following sections take a look at how each of these skills applies to large-scale site development.
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Working with a Range of Stakeholders
When managing large-site builds, you typically work with a range of stakeholders who have hugely varying 
expectations and different levels of understanding regarding what you’re trying to achieve. Some stakeholders 
you might need to work with include the following:

	 ■	 The client’s project manager or website manager. This may well be the person who commissioned the 
work (but may not have approved it). He or she will have a sufficient level of technical capability but may 
know little or nothing about WordPress, especially if the client is moving to WordPress for the first time. This 
individual is an important ally for you as someone with an interest in the project’s successful completion 
but may not have the authority to make important decisions.

	 ■	 The client’s senior managers or managing director. These people will be less closely involved in the project 
but have the power to make key decisions, including pulling the plug on your project or drastically changing its 
direction. Not involving these individuals at key stages in the project can be a big risk—if you complete most of 
the work before you present the website to them and they don’t like it, you may have to start again from scratch.

	 ■	 The client’s technical staff or website editors. The client may have employees whose job it will be to 
maintain and edit the site once it is launched—unless they require you to do this. If not, you may have to 
train these employees to use WordPress and/or work collaboratively with them on some of the code. They 
are unlikely to be decision-makers.

	 ■	 Your own team. You may have one or more partners in your agency, and a team of developers and 
designers, either freelance or employed by you. Your role is to ensure that they know their role in any 
project you’re managing, they have the information and resources they need to do the work, they get 
feedback on that work, and they know what the deadlines are. You also need to oversee the quality of their 
work and intervene if it is not up to scratch.

As you can see, you could be working with some very different people; therefore, in order to ensure that your 
projects are successful, you’ll likely have to adopt a different approach with each group—something you may 
never have done before if you’re used to spending most of your time on development. You’ll need to use the set 
of skills described in the following sections to make it work.

Balancing Technical Capability and Business Sense
Technical capability is essential. If you weren’t already proficient in WordPress, you wouldn’t be setting up a 
WordPress business. But you also need business sense, which comes into play not only when you’re dealing 
with clients, but also when you’re managing your own business. Obviously, it’s beyond the scope of this book 
to teach you how to manage your accounts, form a business plan, and so on—you can find hundreds, if not 
thousands, of resources to help you with that—but it’s worth noting that having or developing a business sense 
will help you choose the right WordPress projects and make a success of them.

When you’re talking to a client about their website build, it’s important to be able to step back from the details 
of a project to see the bigger picture—so you can translate technical knowledge into something that has a 
tangible benefit. For example, you may be great at building responsive sites, but if you can’t explain the benefits 
to your client, they won’t pay you to do it.

Communication Skills
“Code is poetry,” or so the saying goes, and it is—well-written code can make a website soar, in terms of content, 
functionality, and performance. However, most clients don’t understand code—and they probably don’t 


