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Code Snippets

Code snippets are small chunks of code that can be inserted into an application’s code base and
then customized to meet the application’s specific requirements. They are usually generic in
nature and serve one specific purpose. Code snippets do not generate full-blown applications or
whole form definitions — project and item templates are used for such purposes. Instead, code
snippets shortcut the programming task by automating frequently used code structures or obscure
program code blocks that are not easy to remember.

In this chapter you'll see how code snippets have matured in Visual Studio 2005 to be powerful
tools that can improve coding efficiency enormously, particularly for programmers who perform
repetitive tasks with similar behaviors.

Code Snippets Revealed

Code snippet functionality has been around in many forms for a long time, but Microsoft has not
included it in their development environments natively until the release of Visual Studio 2005, pre-
ferring to let third parties create various add-ins for languages such as Visual Basic 6 and the early
versions of Visual Studio .NET.

Visual Studio 2005 marks the introduction of a proper code snippet feature built directly into the
IDE. It allows code snippets that include not only blocks of code, but also multiple sections of code
to be inserted in different locations within the module. In addition, a type of variable can be
defined that makes it clear to see what parts of the snippet are to be customized and what sections
can be left as is.

Original Code Snippets

The original code snippets from previous versions of Visual Studio were simple at best. These
snippets were used to store a block of plain text that could be then inserted into a code module
when desired. The process to create and use them was simple as well: Select a section of code and
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drag it over to the Toolbox. This creates an entry for it in the Toolbox with a default name equal to the
first line of the code. You can rename it like any other element in the Toolbox, and to use it, simply drag
the code to the desired location in the Code view and release the left mouse button (see Figure 19-1).

> WindowsApplication1 - Microsoft Visual Studio E]a
File Edit View Project Buid Debug Data Tools Window Community Help

el WA B R WA N Y R e R

= | QLS e s B o
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B e - B Private Sub OpenToolScripMenultem Click (2yVal sender Ls vj 2e] WindowsApplication1
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CpenFileDialog.InitialDirectory = My.Computer.FileSy: ﬂExplnrerl.vh

CpenFileDialog.Filter = "Text Files (*.txt)|*.txt" :—;]me"“'h

CpenFileDialog.ShowDialog (Me)

Dim FileName As String = OpenFileDialog.FileName
' TODO: Add code to open the file
r End Sub

=] Private Sub SaveRsToolStripMenuItem Click(ByVal sender X:
Dim SaveFileDialog &s New SaveFileDialog
SaveFileDialog.InitialDirectory = My.Computer.FileSy:
SaveFileDialog.Filter = "Text Files (*.txt)|*.t=xt"
SaveFileDialog.ShowDialog (Me)

E3)Solution Explorer |F]Data Sources
Dim FileName As String = SaveFileDialog.FileName

Properties ~ 4 x
' TODO: Add code here to save the current contents o:
I End Sub Explorerl Attributes -
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Figure 19-1

Many speakers used this simple technology to more easily display large code blocks in presentations,
but in a real-world situation it was not as effective as it could have been, because often you had to
remember to use multiple items to generate code that would compile.

It was also hard to share these so-called snippets, and equally hard to modify them. Nevertheless, this
method of keeping small sections of code is still available to programmers in Visual Studio 2005, and it
can prove useful when you don’t need a permanent record of the code, but rather want to copy a series
of code blocks for use immediately or in the near future.

“Real” Code Snippets

Now, in Visual Studio 2005, code snippet technology refers to something completely different. Code
snippets are XML-based files containing sections of code that can include not only normal source code,
but references and Imports statements and replaceable parameters as well.
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Visual Studio 2005 ships with many predefined code snippets in the three main languages — Visual
Basic, C#, and J#. These snippets are arranged hierarchically in a logical fashion so that you can easily
locate the appropriate snippet. Rather than locate the snippet in the Toolbox, you can use menu com-
mands or keyboard shortcuts to bring up the main list of groups.

New code snippets can be created to automate almost any coding task and then stored in this code snip-
pet library. Because each snippet is stored in a special XML file, you can even share them with other
developers.

Using Snippets in Visual Basic

Code snippets are a natural addition to the Visual Basic developer’s toolset. They provide a shortcut
way to insert code that either is difficult to remember or is used often with minor tweaks. One common
problem some programmers have is remembering the correct references and Imports statements
required to get a specific section of code working properly; code snippets in Visual Basic solve this prob-
lem by including all the necessary associations as well as the actual code.

To use a code snippet you should first locate where you want the generated code to be placed in the pro-
gram listing and position the cursor at that point. You don’t have to worry about the associated refer-
ences and Imports statements, as they will be placed in the correct location.

There are three scopes under which a snippet can be inserted:

Q  Class Declaration: The snippet will actually include a class declaration, so it should not be
inserted into an existing class definition.

Q  Member Declaration: This snippet scope will include code that defines members, such as func-
tions and event handler routines. This means it should be inserted outside an existing member.

0  Member Body: This scope is for snippets that are inserted into an already defined member, such
as an event handler routine.

Once you've determined where the snippet is to be placed, the easiest way to bring up the Insert Snippet
dialog is to use the keyboard shortcut chord of Ctrl+K, Ctrl+X (remember that a chord is a way of string-
ing multiple keyboard shortcuts together). There are two alternative methods to start the Insert Snippet
process. The first is to right-click at the intended insertion point in the code window and select Insert
Snippet from the context menu that is displayed. The other option is to use the EditeoIntelliSenser>Insert
Snippet menu command.

The Insert Snippet dialog is a special kind of IntelliSense (hence its location in the menu structure) that
appears inline in the code window. Initially it displays the words Insert Snippet along with a drop-down
list of code snippet groups from which to choose. Once you select the group that contains the snippet
you require, it will show you the list of snippets from which you simply double-click the one you need.

Because you can organize the snippet library into many levels, you may find that the snippet you need is
multiple levels deep in the Insert Snippet dialog. Figure 19-2 displays an Insert Snippet dialog in which
the user has navigated through two levels of groups and then located a snippet named Draw a Pie
Chart.
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Forml.vb* " Exploreri.vb | Exploreri.vb [Design] Form1.vb [Design]* | StartPage - X
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Figure 19-2

Double-clicking this entry will tell Visual Studio 2005 that you want the snippet to be generated at the
current location. Figure 19-3 displays the result of selecting the Draw a Pie Chart snippet. This example
shows a snippet with member declaration scope because it adds the definition of two subroutines to the
code. To help you modify the code to your own requirements, the sections you would normally need to
change are highlighted (the default is a green background).

When changing the variable sections of the generated code snippet, Visual Studio helps you even fur-
ther. Select the first highlighted literal to be changed and enter the new value. Pressing the Tab key will
move to the next literal and highlight it, ready for you to override the value with your own. Shift+Tab
will navigate backward, so you have an easy way of accessing the sections of code that need changing
without needing to manually select the next piece to modify.

Some code snippets use the same variable for multiple pieces of the code snippet logic. This means
changing the value in one place will result in it changing in all other instances. A great example of this is
can be found by selecting Windows Forms Applications=>Forms=>Add a Windows Forms Control At
Run Time. The code that is generated through this snippet is shown in Figure 19-4, with all occurrences
of MyTest referring to the same variable. Changing the first instance of MyTest in the line Dim MyTest
As New TextBox () will result in the other two instances also changing automatically.

You might have noticed in Figure 19-2 that the tooltip text includes the words “Shortcut: drawPie.” This

text indicates that the selected code snippet has a text shortcut that you can use to automatically invoke
the code snippet behavior without bringing up the IntelliSense dialog.
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' Shows how to call the DrawPieChart method
] Public Sub DrawPieChartHelper ()
Dim percents() &s Integer = {10, 20, 70}
Dim colors() As Color = {Color.Red, Color.CadetBlue, Color.Khalki}
Dim graphics As Graphics = Me.CreateGraphics
Dim location As Point = New Point (10, 10)
Dim =size As Size = New Size (150, 150)
DrawPieChart (percents, colors, graphics, location, size)
o End Sub

' Draws a pie chart.
=] Public Sub DrawPieChart (ByVal percents() Rs Integer, ByVal colors() As Color, _
ByVal surface As Graphics, ByVal location As Point, ByVal pieSize As Size)

' Check if sections add up to 100.

Dim sum As Integer = 0

For Each percent As Integer In percents

sum += percent
Hext

If sum <> 100 Then
Throw New ArgumentException("Percentages do not add up to 100.™)
End If

If percents.lLength <> colors.Length Then
Throw New ArgqumentException("There must be the same number of percents and colors.™)
End If

Dim percentTotal As Integer = 0
For percent As Integer = 0 To percents.length() - 1
surface.FillPie( _
New SolidBrush(colors(percent)), _ M

I( I {111} m
Figure 19-3

Of course, you need to know what the shortcut is before you can use this feature, but for those that you
are aware of, all you need to do is type the shortcut into the code editor and press the Tab key. In Visual
Basic the shortcut isn’t even case sensitive, so this example can be generated by typing the term “draw-
pie” and pressing Tab.

Start Page . Form.vb* |~ Form1.vb [Design]* | - X
| # (Form1Events) M| # Load v
B Public Class Forml

~
|_J—:| Priwvate Sulb Forml Load(ByVal sender As System.Cbject,

ByVal e ks System.EventArgs) Handles MyBase.Load
Dim MyTest L= HNew TextBox ()
With MyTest
.Location = New Point (64, 40)
.5ize = HNew S5ize (100, 20)
.TabIndex = 0
.Text = "TextBoxl™
End With
Controls.add (MyTest)

o End Sub
I—End Class

[( I 11l
Figure 19-4
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Note that in some instances the IntelliSense engine may not recognize this kind of shortcut. If this hap-
pens to you, press Ctrl+Tab to force the IntelliSense to intercept the Tab key.

Using Snippets in C# and J#

The code snippets in C# and J# are not as extensive as those available for Visual Basic but are inserted in
the same way. Only Visual Basic supports the advanced features of the code snippet functionality, such
as references and Imports statements. First, locate the position where you want to insert the generated
code and then use one of the following methods:

Q  The keyboard chord Ctrl+K, Ctrl+X
Q  Right-click and choose Insert Snippet from the context menu
QO  Run the EditIntelliSensec>Insert Snippet menu command
At this point, Visual Studio will bring up the Insert Snippet list for the current language, as Figure 19-5

shows. As you scroll through the list and hover the mouse pointer over each entry, a tooltip will be dis-
played to indicate what the snippet does.

Flusing System;
using System.Collections.Generic:
using System.ComponentModel:
using System.Data:
using System.Drawing;
using System.Text;
using System.Windows.Forms;

E namespace WindowsApplicationl
public partial class Forml : Form
public Forml ()

InitializeComponent () :
Insert Snippet:

o N
do b |
elze

enum

equals
exception

for

foreach

forr

A
S
=
E
a
=
E
a
=

: Code snippet for if statement
Shortout: if

Figure 19-5

Although the predefined C# and J# snippets are limited in nature, you can create more functional and
complex snippets for them.
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Creating Snippets Manually

Visual Studio 2005 does not ship with a code snippet creator or editor. During the development of the
IDE, Microsoft determined that a third-party tool, simply called the Snippet Editor, performed this func-
tionality well enough that there was no reason to include a built-in editor in the IDE. Later in this chap-
ter you'll learn how to use the Snippet Editor to create your own snippets, but it’s worth taking a look at
how code snippets are structured by looking at the manual method of creating one.

Each code snippet is simply an individual XML file with a file extension of . snippet. The contents of
the file are written in plain text and follow the standard XML structure of a hierarchy of tags containing
attributes and values. The remainder of this section deals with the structure of the code snippet XML
schema.

Every snippet file must start with the CodeSnippets tag, identifying the namespace that defines the
code snippet schema. This is written in the following form:

<CodeSnippets
xmlns="http://schemas.microsoft.com/VisualStudio/2005/CodeSnippet">
</CodeSnippets>

Within these tags, each snippet is defined using the CodeSnippet tag, which will in turn contain the
definition of the snippet itself:

<CodeSnippet Format="1.0.0">
</CodeSnippet>

Similar to HTML files, each code snippet has a header area and a body area, known as the Header and
Snippet, respectively. The Header area can contain any combination of three separate tags, each defin-
ing a different attribute of the snippet:

Q  Title: The name of the snippet

Q  Description: The description of the snippet

Q  Shortcut: A shortcut term used to insert the snippet automatically
The Header layout looks like the following:

<Header>
<Title>The Name Of The Snippet</Title>
<Description>The description of the snippet. (Optional)</Description>
<Shortcut>The shortcut for the snippet. (Optional)</Shortcut>
</Header>

Within the main Snippet tag you need to define the actual code to be inserted into the module. A code
tag is included with an attribute of Language (containing VB, C#, or J# depending on the language for
which the snippet is intended). The actual code needs to be defined within a custom data tag with the
format <! [CDATA[ code ]]>.For example, the most basic Snippet tag looks like this:
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<Snippet>
<Code Language="VB">
<! [CDATA[The Code Goes Here]]>
</Code>
</Snippet>

In addition to this code, you can define references and Imports statements in Visual Basic code snip-
pets. Rather than insert the code at the selected entry point, Visual Studio will associate the references
correctly as well as place the Imports statements at the top of the code module. These are placed at the
top of the snippet tag before the Code tag:

<Snippet>
<References>
<Reference>
<Assembly>AssemblyName.dll</Assembly>
</Reference>
</References>
<Imports>
<Import>
<Namespace>Namespace .Name</Namespace>
</Import>
</Imports>
<Code Language="VB">
<! [CDATA[The Code Goes Here]]>
</Code>
</Snippet>

As shown in the preceding example, code snippets can also have variable sections marked with special
aliases so that the developer using the snippet knows which bits he or she should customize. To include
such an alias, you first need to define it using a Literal tag. The Literal tag structure consists of the
following;:

0  ID: An ID tag to uniquely identify the variable
Q  Type: The type of data to be inserted in this variable. This is optional.

Q  ToolTip: If defined, the user will see a tooltip containing this text. This is optional.

Q  Default: A default value to be placed in the automatically generated code. This is optional.
Following is a sample Literal tag:

<Literal>
<ID>MyID</ID>
<Type>String</Type>
<ToolTip>The tooltip text</ToolTip>
<Default>MyVarName</Default>
</Literal>

Object variables can also be included in the same way as literals, but use the Object tab instead.
To use Object and Literal aliases in the code to be inserted, enclose the ID of the required variable

with dollar signs ($) and include it at the intended location in the code. The following code includes ref-
erences to a literal and an object called controlName and controlType, respectively:
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<Code Language="VB">
<! [CDATA[
Dim $ScontrolName$ As ScontrolType$S
11>
</Code>

You can use the same variable multiple times in the code. When you change the value after the code is

generated, the code snippet IntelliSense engine will automatically update any other occurrences of the
Literal or Object with the new value.

The final code snippet structure appears like this:

<CodeSnippets
xmlns="http://schemas.microsoft.com/VisualStudio/2005/CodeSnippet">
<CodeSnippet Format="1.0.0">
<Header>
<Title>The Name Of The Snippet</Title>
<Description>The description of the snippet.
<Shortcut>The shortcut for the snippet.
</Header>
<Snippet>
<References>
<Reference>
<Assembly>AssemblyName.dll</Assembly>
</Reference>
</References>
<Imports>
<Import>
<Namespace>Namespace . Name</Namespace>
</Import>
</Imports>
<Literal>
<ID>MyID</ID>
<Type>String</Type>
<ToolTip>The tooltip text</ToolTip>
<Default>MyVarName</Default>
</Literal>
<Object>
<ID>MyType</ID>
<Type>Control</Type>
<ToolTip>The tooltip text</ToolTip>
<Default>Button</Default>
</0Object>
<Code Language="VB">
<! [CDATA[
Dim $myID$ As S$MyType$
11>
</Code>
</Snippet>
</CodeSnippet>
</CodeSnippets>

(Optional)</Description>
(Optional)</Shortcut>

The best way to illustrate how code snippets can make your life easier is to walk through the creation of
a simple example, adding it to the code snippets library and then using it in code. This next exercise
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does just that, creating a snippet that in turn creates three subroutines, including a helper subroutine
that is intended to show the developer using the snippet how to call the functionality properly:

1. Start Notepad and add the following stub of XML (you're using Notepad to show that code
snippets are simply XML written in plain text):

<?xml version="1.0"?>

<CodeSnippets xmlns="http://schemas.microsoft.com/VisualStudio/2005/CodeSnippet">
<CodeSnippet Format="1.0.0">
</CodeSnippet>

</CodeSnippets>

2.  The first task is to define the header information. This is what’s used to define the name of the
snippet in the snippet library, and it also enables you to define a shortcut and a brief description
of what the code snippet does. In between the CodeSnippet tags, insert the XML to create a
Header tag that contains Title, Description, and Shortcut tags, like so:

<?xml version="1.0"?>
<CodeSnippets xmlns="http://schemas.microsoft.com/VisualStudio/2005/CodeSnippet">
<CodeSnippet Format="1.0.0">
<Header>
<Title>CreateAButtonSample</Title>
<Description>This snippet adds code to create a button control and
hook an event handler to it.</Description>
<Shortcut>createAButton</Shortcut>
</Header>
</CodeSnippet>
</CodeSnippets>

3.  Now that the header information is present, you can begin creating the snippet itself. Start by
defining the snippet tag with a Declaration section and the main Code tag, setting attributes
to VB (for Visual Basic) and method dec1 for the Kind so that Visual Studio knows that the
scope of this snippet is a member declaration:

<?xml version="1.0"?>
<CodeSnippets xmlns="http://schemas.microsoft.com/VisualStudio/2005/CodeSnippet">
<CodeSnippet Format="1.0.0">
<Header>
<Title>CreateAButtonSample</Title>
<Description>This snippet adds code to create a button control and
hook an event handler to it.</Description>
<Shortcut>createAButton</Shortcut>
</Header>
<Snippet>
<Declarations>
</Declarations>
<Code Language="VB" Kind="method decl">
</Code>
</Snippet>
</CodeSnippet>
</CodeSnippets>

4. Define the Literal tags for the Name and Text properties that will be used to customize the

button’s creation. These properties will be used in the Helper subroutine so you know what
you need to change to make the other subroutines work. Literal tags need an ID to identify
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the alias used in the code snippet; and they can have a default value as well as an explanatory
tooltip. You'll use all three tags to create your Literal tags, which should be included in the
Declarations section:

<Declarations>
<Literal>
<ID>controlName</ID>
<ToolTip>The name of the button.</ToolTip>
<Default>"MyButton"</Default>
</Literal>
<Literal>
<ID>controlText</ID>
<ToolTip>The Text property of the button.</ToolTip>
<Default>"Click Me!"</Default>
</Literal>
</Declarations>

5.  Asmentioned earlier, the code to be inserted when this snippet is activated needs to be inserted
in a custom data tag in the following form:

<! [CDATA [code goes here]]>

Type the following code in between the opening and closing Code tags. It defines the three sub-
routines and is straight Visual Basic code other than the use of the aliased Literal tags. Note
that these are enclosed by dollar signs ($) to tell Visual Studio that they are aliases —to use the
Literal controlName, the alias $controlName$ is used

<Code Language="VB" Kind="method decl">

<! [CDATA[Private Sub CreateButtonHelper
CreateAButton (ScontrolName$, S$ScontrolText$, Me)

End Sub

Private Sub CreateAButton (ButtonName As String, ButtonText As String,
Owner As Form)
Dim MyButton As New Button

MyButton.Name = ButtonName
MyButton.Text = ButtonName
Owner.Controls.Add (MyButton)

MyButton.Top = 0
MyButton.Left = 0
MyButton.Text = ButtonText
MyButton.Visible = True

AddHandler MyButton.Click, AddressOf ButtonClickHandler
End Sub

Private Sub ButtonClickHandler (ByVal sender As System.Object,
ByVal e As System.EventArgs)
MessageBox.Show("The " & sender.Name & " button was clicked")
End Sub
11>
</Code>
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6. Save the file as CreateAButton. snippet somewhere where you can locate it easily and switch
to Visual Studio 2005. Bring up the code snippets library with the keyboard shortcut chord
Ctrl+K, Ctrl+B. Once the library is displayed, click the Import button and browse to the snippet
file you just saved.

7.  Choose a suitable location for the snippet— the My Snippets group is the usual place for custom-
built snippets —and click Finish. Click OK to close the library. Your snippet is now saved and
stored in Visual Studio 2005, ready for use.

8.  To test that the code snippet was properly defined and installed, create a new Windows Forms
application and switch to the Code view of Forml. Display the Code Snippet IntelliSense dialog
by using the keyboard chord Ctrl+K, Ctrl+X, and then browse to the Create AButton snippet you
just imported and double-click it. Visual Studio should insert the Visual Basic code to define
three subroutines, with two variables highlighted.

9.  Add the following code to the bottom of the Form1 class definition:

Private Sub Forml_Load(ByVal sender As System.Object, _
ByVal e As System.EventArgs) Handles MyBase.Load
CreateButtonHelper ()

End Sub

This will execute the CreateButtonHelper subroutine when the form is first loaded, which in
turn will call the other subroutines generated by the code snippet and create a button with
default text and a default behavior. Run the application and click the button that is created, and
you should get similar results to those shown in Figure 19-6.

55 Form1

S

The MyButton button was clicked

Figure 19-6

While this sample shows the creation of a simple code snippet, you can use the same technique to create
complex snippets that include Imports statements, code definitions, and markup for sections within the
code snippet text to be replaced by the developer using it.

Code Snippets Manager

The Code Snippets Manager is the central library for the code snippets known to Visual Studio 2005. You
can access it via the Toolse>Code Snippet Manager menu command or the keyboard shortcut chord,
Ctrl+K, Ctrl+B.
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When it is initially displayed, the Code Snippets Manager will show the snippets for the language you're
currently using. Figure 19-7 shows how it will look when you're editing a Visual Basic project. The hier-
archical folder structure follows the same set of folders on the PC by default, but as you add snippet files
from different locations and insert them into the different groups, the new snippets slip into the appro-
priate folders.

If you have an entire folder of snippets to add to the library, such as when you have a corporate setup
and need to import the company-developed snippets, you use the Add button. This brings up a dialog
that you use to browse to the required folder. Folders added in this fashion will appear at the root level
of the tree view — on the same level as the main groups of default snippets. However, you can add a
folder that contains subfolders, which will be added as child nodes in the tree view.

Code Snippets Manager B[]

Language:
Visual Basic

Location:
C:\Program Files\Microsoft Visual Studio 8\Wb\Snippets|1033\windowsforms\drawing\DrawaPieChart. sn

[ Data Types - defined by Visual Basic
1 File system - Processing Drives, Folders
3 Math

3 My Code Snippets

[ Security

{1 Smart Devices

| Description
| Draws a pie chart.

Shortcut
drawPie

Author
Microsoft Corporation

L5 Windows Forms Applications
+-{_J Clipboard
+-[_J Controls and Components
=I-{&&¢ Drawing
Create a Bitmap at Run Time
Create a Custom Brush

1

.v.

[

Figure 19-7

Import... ] [ Search Online... H Cancel

Removing a folder is just as easy —in fact, it’s dangerously easy. Select the root node that you want to
remove and click the Remove button. Instantly the node and all child nodes and snippets will be
removed from the Snippets Manager without a confirmation window. You can add them back by follow-
ing the steps explained in the previous walkthrough, but it can be frustrating trying to locate a default
snippet folder that you inadvertently deleted from the list.

The location for the code snippets that are installed with Visual Studio 2005 is deep within the installa-
tion folder. By default, the code snippet library will be installed in C: \Program Files\Microsoft
Visual Studio 8\VB\Snippets\1033.

Individual snippet files can be imported into the library using the Import button. The advantage of this
method over the Add button is that you get the opportunity to specify the location of each snippet in the
library structure.

Figure 19-8 shows the Import Code Snippet dialog for a sample snippet file Hel1loPersonName
.snippet. By default, Visual Studio 2005 suggests that snippets added in this fashion be inserted into
the custom My Code Snippets folder, but you can put the snippet in any folder that seems appropriate
by finding it in the Location list.
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Import Code Snippet 2Je3

= Please choose a location for each code snippet.

‘isual Basic Code Snippet: Location:
54 HelloPersoniame. snippet [ Conditionals and Loops ||
[CJCd Exception Handling
[C1C3 Properties and Procedures
CICE Types
[CJE3 Connectivity and Metworking
3 Crystal Reports
[C]C3 Data - Designer features and ADQ,NET
[CJCA Data Types - defined by Visual Basic
[C]_3 File system - Processing Drives, Folders,
CIEQ Math

O3
=-[CJC3 Smart Devices
[C1C3 Application - Compiling, Resources, ar

173 Connectivitv and Networkina >4
< >

[ Finish ][ Cancel ]

Figure 19-8

Creating Snippets with VB Snippet Editor

Creating code snippets by manually editing XML files can be tedious. It can also result in errors that are
hard to track down. Fortunately, a third-party tool called Snippet Editor can make your life a lot easier.
You'll find the Snippet Editor at http: //msdn.microsoft.com/vbasic/downloads/tools/
snippeteditor/. Download it and install it in a location that you can locate easily, as it doesn’t create
an entry in the Start menu. The default location is C: \Documents and Settings\username\My
Documents\MSDN\Code Snippet Editor.

You may also want to create a desktop shortcut to the program if you'll be using it frequently.

When you start the Snippet Editor, it will display a welcome screen showing you how to browse and cre-
ate new snippets. The left side of the screen is populated with a tree view containing all the Visual Basic
snippets defined in your system known to Visual Studio 2005. Initially the tree view is collapsed, but by
expanding it you'll see a set of folders similar to those in the code snippet library (see Figure 19-9).

Reviewing Existing Snippets

An excellent feature of the Snippet Editor is the view it offers of the structure of any snippet file in the
system. This means you can browse the default snippets installed with Visual Studio, which can provide
insight into how to better build your own snippets.

Browse to the snippet you're interested in and double-click its entry to display it in the Editor window.
Figure 19-9 shows a simple Hello World snippet. You'll notice two tabs at the top of the editing side of
the form — Editor and Preview. Editor is where you’ll do most of your work, while switching over to
Preview shows how the snippet will look when you insert it into your application code.
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; e R ENC)

= ) Visual Basic
{3 application
{_d collections and amays
{3 common code pattems
[ connectivity
{3 Crystal Reports
{J database
{_J datatypes
{4 filesystem
A math
1 os
1 securty
A smartdevices
(=3 windowsforms
{3 Clipboard
{3 Controls
{3 Drawing
{d Fonts
=3 Forms

Edtor | Preview

5]

{3 Sound
{3 aaml

2 AddaWindowsFormsControlat Run Time|
2] AmangeMDIChidForms

2 ConvertMouseCoordinatestoScreenCo)
|Z) CreateMDIChildForms

|Z) CreateTransparentWindowsForms

|Z) Determinethe ActiveMDIChild

=) DeterminewhichCortrolonaWindows Fe
2] DetermineWhichModfierkey\WasPress
2] DisplayOneWindowsFomfromAnather
2] Bliminatsthe TitleBar

|Z] HelloPersonMame

|2 KeepaWindowsFormonTop

|2 MoveaWindowbyDraggingtheClientAre
2 PlayaBeepFromaWindowsFom

Z) ResizeWindowsFoms

Z) RestrictaControl'sAcceptable Keystroke
|2 Retrievelnformationfromthe Parent Form|
Z) RetrievetheResultforDislogBoxes

2 SettheScreenLocationofWindows Fonr|

MessageBox.Show ("Hello" & SPersonNames)

I | (2]

Pmpertias| Replacements ‘Refarences Imports | Test

L1 of 1 | b bl | X
ID Defaults to
PersonMName "Person Name"
Replacement kind: Type:
|L'rtsr:|l [v]
Toottip:

Replace with a person’s name or a variable
containing the person's name

Function

Edtable:

Figure 19-9

C:\Program Files\Microsoft Visual Studio 8IWB\Snippets\1033\windowsforms\Forms\HelloPersonName.snippet

The lower area of the Editor pane contains all of the associated information about the snippet. From left
to right, these tabs contain the following:

Tab Function

Properties The main properties for the snippet, including title, shortcut, and description

Replacements All Literal and Object aliases are defined in this tab.

References If your snippet will require system framework references, this tab allows you
to define them.

Imports Similar to the References tab, this tab enables you to define any Imports
statements that are required in order for your snippet to function correctly.

Test This tab attempts to analyze your snippet to confirm that it will work properly

as is.

Browsing through these tabs enables you to analyze an existing snippet for its properties and replacement
variables. In the example shown in Figure 19-9, the Replacements tab is displayed, showing that one
replacement is defined as a Literal with an ID of PersonName and a default value of "Person Name".
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Be aware that the results shown in the Test tab are not always accurate. As shown in Figure 19-10, even
the predefined snippet templates produce compilation errors when tested. This is because the Snippet
Editor is not aware of the full context for which this snippet is intended. However, it’s still a handy step
to perform, as it will show you real errors in your code snippet as well.

Figure 19-10

=] TestSnippet.snippet - Snippet Editor [;J@Jg
: B 7 e ———
: = R @
{3 collections and amays H | Preview
{3 common code pattems
-3 connectivity Private Sub CreateAButton(ButtonName As String, Owner As Form) ~
{3 Crystal Reports Dim MyButton As New Button
(L3 database
4 datatypes MyButton.Name = ButtonName
3 filesystem MyButton.Text = Buttonlame
-0 math Owner.Controls.Add (MyButton)
i os
£ security MyButton.Top = 0
3 smartdevices MyButton.Left = 0 |
=3 windowsforms MyButton.Text = "Click Me" =
£3 Clipboard MyButton.Visible = True
{3 Controls
-3 Drawing LddHandler MyButton.Click, AddressQf ButtonClickHandler
{3 Forts
=-E3 Foms End Sub
5] AddaWindowsFormsControlatRun
1) AmangeMDIChidFoms Private Sub ButtonClickHandler (ByVal sender Rs System.Cbject, _
|2 ConvertMouseCoordinatestoScree ByVal e As System.EventiArgs)
2] CreateMDIChildForms MessageBox.Show ("The " & sender.Name & " button was clicked")
= v
|5 Create Transparent\Windows Foms | = £nd Sub [ ]
|Z] DeterminetheActive MDIChid
B i —
j EZEM\ne:{f&cf:“C;rvtdr;\nm:\dn: Properties | Replacements | References Impnrtsl Test |
£y emineWhichModifierieyWas
|2] DisplayOneWindowsFormfromAnct Output -
2] Bliminatethe TitleBar
|21 HelloPersonName Compilation found 4 error(s) ~
121 KeepaWindowsFomonTop at line 1(3), Error#BC30002 : Iype 'Form' is not defined. :
|21 MoveaWindowbyDraggingtheClizn at line 2(4), Error#BC30002 : Type 'Button' is not defined. : =
2] PlayaBeepFromaWindowsForm at line 18(20), Error#BC30451 : Name 'MessageBox' is not declared. :
|21 ResizeWindowsForms at line 18(20), Error#BC30574 : Option S5trict On disallows late binding. :
=] RestrictaCortrol'sAcceptableKeysh X
[ RetrieveinformationfromtheParentF Compiled code:
=] Retrievethe ResulforDialogBoxes 7
1] SettheScreenLocationofWindowsF Namespace aNamespace
=3 Sound Class aClass
- ml Private Sub CreateAButton (ButtonName As String, Owner As Form)
=23 My Snippats Nim MyBntton A= New Button [Vl
) TestSnippet - Mote : Make sure you selected the right scope for your snippet before testing it Test
(<] I | B
C:\Program Files\Microsoft Visual Studio 8\VB\Snippets\1033\lly Snippets\TestSnippet.snippet

Both Figure 19-9 and Figure 19-10 show that editing snippets using the Snippet Editor is a much more

pleasant process than editing the raw XML. The code to be inserted in the snippet is color-coded and for-
matted in a similar fashion to the Visual Basic editor in Visual Studio, giving you a familiar environment
in which to write.

Replacements Explained
When defining Literal and Object aliases, you would normally define them in the XML using

Literal and Object tags, and then refer to them in the code with special alias formatting. The Snippet
Editor operates on a similar paradigm; use the Replacements tab to first define the replacement’s proper-
ties. When the Add button is clicked in the Replacements tab, it will insert the default ID into the Editor
window and populate the properties in the lower half.
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To demonstrate how the Snippet Editor makes creating your own snippets a lot more straightforward,
follow this next exercise in which you will create the same snippet you created earlier in this chapter, but
this time taking advantage of the Snippet Editor’s features:

1.  Start the Snippet Editor and create a new snippet. To do this, locate the My Snippets folder in

the tree view (or any other folder of your choice), right-click, and select Add New Snippet from
the context menu that is displayed.

2. When prompted, name the snippet CreateAButtonSample2 and click OK. Double-click the new
entry to open it in the Editor pane.

Note that creating the snippet will not automatically open the new snippet in the Editor —don’t over-
write the properties of another snippet by mistake!

3.  The first thing you need to do is edit the Title, Description and Shortcut fields so they match the
previous sample (see Figure 19-11):
QO  rTitle: CreateAButtonSample2

Q  Description: This snippet adds code to create a button control and hook an event han-
dler to it.

a Shortcut: createAButton

L2l CreateAButtonSample2.snippet - Snippet Editor =EE
; ST B EW)
= 4] Visual Basic Editor | Preview

#-_d application
#-d collections and anays
#-_d common code patterns
#-d connectivity
#-_d database
#-_d datatypes
#-1 filesystern
- math
# -4 windowsforms
- =l
=13 My Code Snippets
2] CreatedButtons ample?

Froperties | Replacements | References || Imports | Test

Title - Shartcut
CreatedButtonS ample2 createdButton|
Description :

This shippet adds code to create a button contral and haok. an event handler ta it

Avthar Language Scope:

Wisual Basic w Unspecified d

Help Uil

C:\Documents and Settings'\Andrew Parsons\My Documents'\Visual Studio 2005\Code Snippets'Visual Basic\My Code Snippets\Cre

Figure 19-11
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4. Because this snippet contains member definitions, set the Scope to Member declaration.

5. In the Editor window, insert the code necessary to create the three subroutines as before. Note

that you don’t have to include the custom data tag CDATA, as the Snippet Editor will do that for
you in the background:

Private Sub CreateButtonHelper
CreateAButton(, , Me)
End Sub

Private Sub CreateAButton (ButtonName As String, ButtonText As String, Owner As
Form)
Dim MyButton As New Button

MyButton.Name = ButtonName
MyButton.Text = ButtonName
Owner.Controls.Add (MyButton)

MyButton.Top = 0
MyButton.Left = 0
MyButton.Text = ButtonText
MyButton.Visible = True

AddHandler MyButton.Click, AddressOf ButtonClickHandler
End Sub

Private Sub ButtonClickHandler (ByVal sender As System.Object, _
ByVal e As System.EventArgs)
MessageBox.Show("The " & sender.Name & " button was clicked")
End Sub

6.  You'll notice that the call to CreateAButton is incomplete, because you haven't defined the
Literal aliases yet, so switch over to the Replacements tab. Position the cursor immediately
after the opening parenthesis on the CreateAButton function call and click the Add button to
create a new replacement.

The Snippet Editor will immediately insert the default name for the new replacement in the code, but
don’t worry: It will be changed when you set the ID.

7. Change the replacement properties like so (note that the default values should include the
quotes (“) so they are generated in the snippet:
0  ID:controlName
1 Defaults to: "MyButton"
0  Tooltip: The name of the button

8. Notice that the code window changed the alias to the new ID. Position the cursor after the first
comma and repeat the process of creating a new replacement. Set the properties of the new
replacement as follows:

] ID: controlText
O Defaults to:"Click Me!"

0  Tooltip: The text property of the button
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Your snippet is now done and ready to be used (compare it to Figure 19-12). You can use the Preview tab
to check it against the code generated by the previous code snippet exercise or use Visual Studio 2005 to
insert the snippet into a code window.

L2l CreateAButtonSample2.snippet - Snippet Editor B =]5]
3 E f = 14 0
; a | e o | e 2 )
= 4] Visual Basic Editor | Preview

#-_d application -

- collections and amaps Priwvate Sub CreateButtonHelper

© 0 common cods pattems CreateiButton(écontrolNemes, ScontrolText§, Me)

#-d connectivity End S

#[1 database X

[ datatypes Priwvate Sub CreateldBucton(ButtonMName As String, ButtonText ALs Scr

[ filespstem Dim MyButton Ls New Button

#-[1 math

[ windowsforms NyButton.Name = ButtonMName

® g wml NyButton. Text = ButtonName

(23 My Code Srippets Owner.Controls. Add (MyButton)

2] CreatesButtonSample?
MyButton.Top = 0

MyButton.Left ]
NyButton. Text ButtonText
NyButton.Visibhle = True

< 3>

Properties | Feplacements | References || Imparts | Test

P4 4|3 of 3 | [

1D Defaults ta:
cantolT ext "Click Mel'|
Replacement kind: Type:
Literal v

Taoltip:

The Text property of the buttan.

Function: Editable:

C:\Documents and Settings'\Andrew Parsons\My Documents'\Visual Studio 2005\Code Snippets'Visual Basic\My Code Snippets\Cre

Figure 19-12

Note that if you added your snippet to a known folder, Visual Studio 2005 will automatically find it and
recognize its shortcut without you needing to import it manually.

Summary

Code snippets are a valuable inclusion in the Visual Studio 2005 feature set. You learned in this chapter
how to use them, and, more important, how to create your own, including variable substitution and
Imports and reference associations for Visual Basic snippets. With this information you’ll be able to cre-
ate your own library of code snippets from functionality that you use frequently, saving you time in cod-
ing similar constructs later.
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