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Introduction

ForumNG is a Moodle module that provides a forum facility. The system behaves similarly to the existing Moodle forum and is designed to be easily familiar to those users, but is a rewrite from scratch.

Structure, terminology, architecture

Basics
As with the existing Moodle forum, a forum (class forum) consists of multiple discussions (class forum_discussion), each of which consists of multiple posts (class forum_post).

· The word thread is never used.

These objects can be created from the information in database, for example via the get_from_id methods. In the case of discussions there is also a cache (stored in session) which is used to make expanding messages work faster.

Access control

Almost all access control is provided by methods in the three basic classes above. Other code should use these methods, which incorporate all necessary checks (example: requiring login, requiring capabilities, requiring access to specific group). 

There are require_xx methods, which will print an error if the user does not have access, and can_xx methods which return true/false.
Infrastructure

The static class forum_utils provides many infrastructure facilities which should be used in forum development. Examples include:

· Versions of Moodle DML functions (get_records etc) which throw exceptions if they fail.

· Function that displays a date using OU or standard mechanisms as appropriate.

· Functions to display user names correctly (the logic is complicated), optionally with a link.

· Transaction handling functions (database transactions should be used within forum code when a single action results in multiple database updates).
Email

Users can subscribe to a forum (handled by methods in forum). It is not currently possible to subscribe to a single discussion. Subscribed users receive email copies of all forum messages they can see.

Email is handled by the forum cron (class forum_cron). This works by creating a mail list (class forum_mail_list) of users who are due to receive emails, then iterating through and processing this list.

In general, emails are sent out after a delay that corresponds to the editing timeout (usually 30 minutes). This means users can edit posts before the email is sent. Admins can override this delay by choosing the ‘mail now’ option on a post, which will cause it to be sent out in the next cron.

Email is made more complicated because:

· A ‘forced subscription’ feature means that all users who belong to certain roles in the forum course automatically receive email and do not need to explicitly subscribe.

· Users can choose a digest feature which groups together their emails for a day. Digests are sent (approximately) at a particular time of day defined in server settings.
· Emails contain information which is different depending on the user’s language setting and time zone.
· The forum type feature (below) can prevent users from getting certain emails even if they are subscribed in general.

· There is a ‘BCC’ feature which uses the mail server’s BCC function to group together all identical mails (given above differences) for sending to a set of users in bulk.

Atom/RSS feeds

Atom and RSS feeds are provided by feed.php which uses methods in forum and other classes. Atom and RSS processing is identical except for the final output. Access to RSS feeds uses a hash / magic number to identify the user.
Forum type
All forums belong to a forum type (base class forum_type in type folder) which controls the appearance of the forum and can affect access (in addition to the standard permissions), for example by preventing users from seeing or replying to certain discussions. 

The standard display of forums is controlled by the general forum type (class general_forum_type). Because many features and JavaScript components rely on the HTML output by this forum type, it is assumed that other forum types will extend this type and only make minor changes.

Forum types are not full Moodle plugins (they cannot have database tables) and are not independent of the general forum code base (their language strings must be included within the standard forum language file). They are not intended to be truly pluggable features, but simply to make forum development more modular.
Forum features
At the bottom of the discussion page, a row of additional forum features (base class forum_feature in feature folder) appear. These are mostly simple buttons, but there are some dropdowns and combined controls too.

Each feature controls its own access settings (what capability is required) and how it displays. More features can be added in that folder.

Features are not full Moodle plugins and are not independent of the general forum code base; not only must their language strings be included in the standard forum language file, but most features are actually just a thin layer of UI on top of facilities provided by the core classes (forum_discussion etc). The intention of features is to make forum development more modular and provide a standard place to extend UI.
