Here are some things | learned along the way that might be useful in creating something
similar to Blocks at Lexington High School. If you have any questions at all, I'd love to help:
just send me an email (ben@elk.sh).

Start small
First, some personal advice. Start small. When [ first started sending around Blocks in the
summer of 2019, all you could do was put in your classes and see today’s schedule. No

calendar, no weekly view, and you couldn’t even see what classes you had tomorrow.

These things all came later. The important thing for me was to get it out there and have
people get excited about it. If | hadn't told my friends about it and gotten 8 people to

download the app while | was at dinner, | probably would've lost motivation.

There's a lot of features in Blocks now, and it might be intimidating to think that that's what
people expect out of something you build. But | urge you to build a tiny version of it, get it
out there, and let people get excited about it. Don't overwhelm yourself with building out
scratchpads and sticky notes and custom theme colors and ways to check your grades.
Start small, and let people's excitement and the ideas that they give you carry you

forward.

How to use LHS' Google Calendar

LHS has a really robust Google Calendar that they update regularly: bit.ly/LHSBlock.

Building on top of this will save you from having to update your copy of the schedule for
every half day, unexpected schedule change, etc. For Blocks, | had a repeating cron job
that downloaded this once a day at midnight, and then cached it for two days (make sure

to cache it so you're not re-downloading the entire calendar each time someone uses the

app).

| didn't want to mess with the Google Calendar API, so | just opened Chrome dev tools on
bit.ly/LHSBlock and copied the URL for the request they make. Make sure the URL sets
the timezone to America/New_York — that'll save you a lot of headache with daylight

savings time.


https://blocks.elk.sh
mailto:ben@elk.sh
https://bit.ly/LHSBlock
https://bit.ly/LHSBlock

ooe 51 LHS Block Schedule x  + °

C @ calendar.google. \dar/u/0fembed?src=lexingtonma.org_qud45cvitftvge317tsd2vactg@group.calendar.google.com&ctz=America/New_York * @
LHS Block Schedule (% @] | Eements Console Souces Network Performance Memory Application » o ox
Toda une 2021 ~ Print -
[Today) [ 0 J =] Week Month Agenda @ @™ o |"g Q| O Preservelog | O Disablecache Nothrotting v 5 | £ & o
Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat Sun
Jun 1 2 3 4 5 6 | Fitter () Hide data URLs All |({G3) JS CSS Img Media Font Doc WS Manifest Other
Week 1 (Al in F] Week 1 (All in P| Week 1 (All in F| Week 1 (Allin P ) Has blocked cookies () Blocked Requests
8:30am B1 8:30am A2 8:30am B2 8:30am C1
SswnBL - esemAl - je3mB2 630w CL | eowm  wmms  wooms  sooms  owoms  wwoms  veooms  wooms  tacwons
11:10am Lunch 1 11:10am Lunch 1 11:10am Lunch 1 10:20am G2 '
11:15am F1 11:15am E2 11:15am F2 11:15am H2
12:05pm Lunch 2 12:05pm Lunch 2 12:05pm Lunch 2
+2more +2more +2more
Name X Headers Preview Response Inifiator Timing Cookies
7 8 9 10 1 12 13
2 o
[ Week 2 (All in F[ Week 2 (Allin F] Week 2 (All in F[ Week 2 (Allin £] Week 2 (All in § || events?calendarid=lexington... v General
8:30am A3 8:30am B3 8:30am A4 8:30am B4 8:30am C3 Request URL: https://clients6.google. con/calendar/v3/calendars/lexingtonma.org_|
9:25am C3 10:10am D3 10:10am G4 10:10am H4 9:25am D3

uddscvitftvgc317tsd2vactgegroup. calendar.google. com/events?calendarTd=lexington

10:20am E3 11:10am Lunch 1 11:10am Lunch 1 11:10am Lunch 1 10:20am G4
1153m O3 e —, 15am F4 15am Ha a.0rg_quddScvitftvgc317tsd2vqctgidogroup. calendar. google. comisingleEvents=t rued]
12:05pm Lunch 2 12:05pm Lunch 2 12:05pm Lunch 2 icau2FNew_YorksmaxAtt t5=2508sanitizettnl=t ruestinel
#2more *2more *2more 1n=2021-05-31T00%3A00%3A00-04%3A005t imeMax=2021-07-05T00%3A00%3A00-04%3A005 Key =
14 15 16 17 18 19 20 1zaSyBN1YHO1_9Hc55119vuFmu2nUgBZINAXxS
8:30am AL 8:30am B1 8:30am A2 8:30am B2 8:30am C1
10:10am C1 10:10am D1 10:10am G2 10:10am H2 9:25am D1 Status Code: © 200
11:10am Lunch 1 11:10am Lunch 1 11:10am Lunch 1 11:10am Lunch 1  10:20am G2 Remote Address: 172.217.165.142:443
1:15am E1 1:15am F1 1:15am E2 1:15am F2 11:15am H2 Referrer Policy: strict-origin-when-cross-origin
12:05pm Lunch 2 12:05pm Lunch 2 12:0pm Lunch 2 12:05pm Lunch 2
2 more *2 more *2more *+2more v Response Headers
2 22 23 2 25 2 a7 alt-sve: h3-29=" ; ma=2592000,h3-T051=":443"; ma=2592000,h3-Q050="
92000,h3-0046=":443"; ma=2502000,h3-Q043=":443"; ma=2592000,quic=":443";
000; v="46,43"
cache-control: private, max-age=, must-revalidate, no-transform
content-encoding: gzip
content-length: 9000
= = = content-type: application/json; charset=UTF-8
date: Tue, 08 Jun 2021 04:18:23 GHT
expires: Tue, 08 Jun 2021 04:18:23 GNT
server: ESF
set-cookie: STDCC=AJ14QfET5701X]gFsN_6nDuTxfVtUxgVXw20V7PP7-VLfrhe3Aw71Tf_q_SnsZx
1zhXXKd-3QzA; expires=Wed, 08-Jun-2022 04:18:23 GHT; path=/; domain=.google.com;
priority=high
N —— SoogleCalendar | 1/17 requests | 9.0kB/11.2kB| __set-cookie: __Secure-3PSIDCC=AJi4QfFnF_tdAfrdCwjz09BQLOicdrDQLZ_UKYDf9brSBABM2U-u

| filter out all-day events, and replace the letters (e.g. “E4") with the user’s inputted class
for that block.

Class creation Ul

In version 1 of Blocks, | had users create classes first, and then assign them to blocks
("A1", "A2", etc). This leads to a lot of duplication (users usually have to add the same
class to A1, A2, A3, and A4).

In version 2, | had people create classes and mark which blocks they meet in at the same
time. | like this approach because of its simplicity and speed, and you might want to
consider adopting it as well. The only downside is that two different classes could be
marked as the same block — you just have to keep this in mind, and pick one of the two to

display in this edgecase.

Define a single source of truth of “now” time
It's really useful if your entire app relies on one variable to get the current date and time

(instead of re-getting the current timestamp every time). This way, you can “time travel”



and check what the entire app looks like on a future date just by changing that single

variable.

Keep track of last day of school

You'll probably find this on one of the holiday calendars that LHS puts out. It's useful to
know when to end the in-app calendar. Also, keep comments in your code about when
you bump this up because of snow days. The school will not tell you when the new last

day of school is, and you will forget whether or not you bumped it up for past snow days.

Standalone mode
Standalone mode is when the website is added to the home screen of an iOS or Android
device. | didn't create native apps, because web apps are easier to update without going
through both app stores, and only require one codebase.
You can detect whether the web app is added to a user's home screen in JavaScript like
this:
if(window.navigator.standalone) return true
if(window.matchMedia(' (display-mode: standalone)').matches) return true
return false
The first line checks for iOS, and the second for Android.
Blocks gives you different functionality on the homepage depending on what mode you're
running in:

e Desktop: you can only log in, not register.

e Mobile but in-browser: you only get instructions for adding the app to the home

screen (see instructions below).

e Mobile and standalone: you can both log in and register.
| did this to force every user to have Blocks on their home screen, so they wouldn't forget
the URL.

Creating a progressive web app
This is the viewport meta tag that | used, which doesn't allow users to zoom in when the

web app is added to their home screen:



<meta name="viewport" content="width=device-width, initial-scale=T1,

shrink-to-fit=no, viewport-fit=cover, user-scalable=no">

| added and linked a web manifest.

Apple has specific meta tags that you should add:

<meta name="apple-mobile-web-app-capable" content="yes" />

<meta name="apple-mobile-web-app-status-bar-style" content="black-translucent"
/>

<meta name="apple-mobile-web-app-title" content="Blocks" />

<link rel="apple-touch-icon" href="/images/icon.png" />

| also defined splash screen meta tags. The splash screen is the image that shows up
while the web app is loading (for Blocks, it's the backpack emoji on a white background).
There's a ton of different screen sizes you have to account for, but this splash screen
generator does it for you.

Instructions for how to add to home screen

| show different instructions for how to add the web app to a user's home screen
depending on if it's an iOS or Android device (and only if it's a mobile device).
const isIos = () => (/iPhone|iPad/i).test(navigator.userAgent),

const isAndroid = () => (/Android/i).test(navigator.userAgent),

(
const isMobile = () => obj.isIos() || obj.isAndroid()

Here are the instructions | use:
e [f iOS and standalone: open in Safari, tap the “share” icon button and then scroll
down to “Add to Home Screen”.
e Note: as far as | know, it's a “three dot” icon instead of a “share” icon on iOS
15.
e If Android and standalone: tap the “3 dot” menu at the top right in Chrome, then

"Add to Home screen”.


https://developer.mozilla.org/en-US/docs/Web/Manifest
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https://appsco.pe/developer/splash-screens
https://appsco.pe/developer/splash-screens

Scraping email addresses from Google Contacts

| only allowed users to sign up if they were in my directory of @lexingtonma.org email
addresses. | got that directory by scraping Google Contacts for LHS. This was super
helpful, because it didn't let anyone sign up with a mistyped email address or a personal
email address, and | already had verified names for every account.

However, this did mean that | had to add a couple new students to the directory
mid-school year so they could sign up (I customized the “you can't sign up” error
message to tell them to contact me).

Make sure to filter out test email addresses, since LHS has some test users that show up

in Google Contacts.

Naming
I'd appreciate it if you didn't use “Blocks” in the name of your app, to avoid confusion.

Names that rhyme with Blocks or are a play on words are fine, though.

Once again, please reach out (ben@elk.sh) if you'd like to take the initiative to build
something similar to Blocks and would like any help or questions answered. | also really
want to hear about any app you build for LHS, so please shoot me an email if you do
(seriously, it's not weird, please do it, it'll make my day).

Thanks!

— Ben Borgers
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