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Programming I



Functions in ActionScript

Functions in ActionScript are a way of grouping a block of code that performs a specific
task when that function is called. The function might be called by events, or by another
routine.

Alice/Actionscript
Writing functions in ActionScript is similar to writing world or class level methods in
Alice

Advantages of Functions
• Code is more readable because repetition (redundancy) is eliminated.
• Program is more efficient by reusing functions rather than retyping blocks of

code.
• Functions are centralized place to make changes in code- changes apply each

time function is called.
• Well-written functions can be reused in other programs, developers can build a

library of functions that can be used again and again.
• Encapsulating code in functions provides the basis for user interaction. A user-

initiated action can invoke a function, rather than running an application as a
single routine.

Writing Custom Functions
Writing a function is called declaring or defining a function. Here is a model of the
syntax of a function.

function functionName():datatype{
statements

}

First, you must have the keyword function which lets ActionScript know that you are
defining a function.

Next you must give the function a name (functionName in the syntax example above)
that follows certain conventions – underscores, letters, numbers and dollar signs only, it
can’t start with a number. There can be no spaces in the name. It cannot use any name
that is considered a reserved keyword in ActionScript. It is considered best practice to
give it a name that indicates what it does.

The function name is followed by a pair of parentheses. The parentheses may contain
parameters.

Parentheses are followed by a colon and a valid datatype name. The datatype name
depends on what type of data the function returns. If the function does not return any
data, the datatype is Void.



An opening and closing curly brace ( { } ) defines the body of the function.

Here is an example of a custom function called moveClip that moves a movieClip
named square_mc 5 pixels each time it is called.

function moveClip():Void{
square_mc._x +=5;

}

Alice/Actionscript
Like world or class level methods you defined in Alice, custom functions you define
must be called in ActionScript.

Calling a function
You must call your functions, just because you have defined them does not mean they
are going to be executed.

To call a function, you need the type the name of the function, followed by parentheses,
which are called the function call operator followed by a semicolon.

This is how we would call the moveClip function defined above.

moveClip();

Alice/Actionscript
Just as in Alice, we could pass along other information with our methods (such as
examples howFar the object will move, whichObject the object will turn to face) , we
can pass information in the form of parameters with our custom functions in
ActionScript. As with Alice, this makes our code much more flexible and reusable.

Passing Parameters
Here is our moveClip function adjusted, with 2 parameters added- one refers to the
name of the clip to be moved, one refers to how far the clip will be moved.

function moveClip(mWhichClip:MovieClip,nDistance:Number):Void{
mWhichClip._x +=nDistance;

}

As you can see, when we define our parameters, we declare their datatype.
Here is the call to the function with the parameters passed in:

moveClip(square_mc, 5);

This code will move square_mc 5 pixels every time it is called. Here is another call:

moveClip(circle_mc, 20);



This will move circle_mc 20 pixels every time it is called.

Alice/Actionscript
When we were using Alice, we used Alice’s primitive functions to ask questions
about things- like how far to the top of the crate from the foot of the kangaroo. We
can use our custom functions in ActionScript to ask questions, and to return a
value for these questions.

Creating a Function that returns a value
Sometimes you want to create a function that returns a value. You must add the
keyword return to your function.

Here is an example that adds 2 numbers:

function addThem(nA:Number, nB:Number){
var nSum = nA + nB;
return nSum;

}

Here is the call to addThem:
addThem(340 + 220);

If you call this function, it will return a variable called nSum that will be equal to 560.

Variables and Variable Scope
A variable is a container or placeholder for a value. A mutable variable can have a
constantly changing value throughout the runtime of your program. A variable is like a
storage space. Variables can hold all different datatypes- Boolean, Numbers, Strings,
Objects. We have seen the syntax for declaring variables in our movies already:

var grow:Boolean = true;

The var keyword lets ActionScript know you are declaring a variable- grow is the
variable name – the colon is followed by the datatype of the variable. The = operator is
the assignment operator in this context- it declares that we are assigning the value
true to the variable grow. When we assign a value to a variable, we are initializing
that variable.

Naming conventions- the first character of the variable name must be an underscore
( _), a dollar sign ( $ ), or a letter- it cannot be a number. No spaces, no reserved
keywords. These are the same conventions that you follow when naming your functions.
As with function names, consider what your variable is used for when naming it. It is
considered best practice to give it a name that indicates what it does.



Scope is the area within something is defined within ActionScript. For example, some
things are defined and have the scope of a particular timeline, some things might have
the scope of the entire movie, some things are defined within a particular function.

Variables that are defined within a function are called local variables. They have no
meaning and retain no value outside of that particular function. Parameters are treated
as local variables. Variables that are declared outside of a function but on the same
timeline as the function can be used by that function.

Creating Interval Functions
Once you have created a custom function, you can use the setInterval()
command to create interval functions. By using setInterval, you can specify a function
and an interval (in milliseconds) on which the function can be continually called.

The command returns an ID that can be used to stop the interval at a later point.

Here is a setInterval function that uses our function moveClip, calling it every 25
milliseconds. Parameters can be passed within setInterval, here a movieClip and a
number are passed.

setInterval(moveClip,25,square_mc, 5);

In the following example, our setInterval function is stored in a variable, so we can call
clearInterval when we want to stop our function from being called.

var nInterval:Number = setInterval(moveClip,25,square_mc, 5);

To stop the function from being called, we would clear the interval like so:

ClearInterval(nInterval);

Assignment: Write a custom function and call it from an event handler method or a
setInterval function.  You might consider writing a function that returns a value. Think
about how you would display the returned value.
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