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Tech Based Training:  “Child Themes”

Introduction

In the recent past, there has been a talk about the legality of premium themes. 
Automattic, the company who is behind WordPress believes in the open source 
concept and we're thankful for that. Otherwise, we won't have a business at Blog 
Evangelists.

It is around that time too that theme developers who want to support the open 
source concept and still feed themselves began dabble in different business 
models. Child themes is one result of that.

How Do They Work?

The child themes concept is actually pretty interesting. It works on the piggyback 
concept. The child theme cannot stand alone on its own and needs a host or 
parent theme to work.

A child theme is basically just a stylesheet. How would that work? Knowing the 
amount of customization we do to a theme, how can we achieve all those cool 
stuff with only CSS?

Well, the secret is, it can expand beyond CSS – with some limitations and we'll 
learn about that in this lesson.

Why Use A Child Theme?

Great question! I've wondered a lot about that until I tried it. Wow! What a 
concept. The biggest appeal is to be able to customize a theme without editing the 
original. This is super useful when you're using premium themes that are being 
updated over time.

That's one of my first frustrations when it came to building sites with premium 
themes. I quickly found out that the theme would not work on a newly upgraded 
WordPress of mine. The theme developer released a newer version but alas! I 
can't install the newer version without having to re-do all the hours of 
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customization. Not a good place to be. That's why child themes appealed so much 
to me.

The Makings Of  A Child Theme

The best way to demonstrate child themes is to build a child theme for our Blog 
Theme Bootcamp theme. Your first action is to create a new folder for your 
theme. To make development easy, I'm going to create the new folder inside 
my /wp-content/themes folder, yes child themes live in the theme folder too.

I'm going to name it btbchild.

Launch PsPad, create a new stylesheet, name it as style.css and save it inside this 
btbchild folder.

Inside this style.css, add this:

/*
Theme Name: BlogThemeBootcamp Child Theme
Theme URI: http://blogthemebootcamp.com

© 2010 Lynette Chandler  - All Rights Reserved. 

http://TechBasedTraining.com/
Page 4

http://TechBasedTraining.com/


Tech Based Training:  “Child Themes”

Description: A child theme based on Blog Theme 
Bootcamp theme.
Version: 0.1
Author: Lynette Chandler
Author URI: http://TechBasedMarketing.com
Tags: bootcamp, theme, child
Template: btb
*/

You can change the name, URI etc to yours and your sites or give it a new name 
whatever you wish. The most important part, I've highlighted in red. Without this 
line, your child theme won't work and the template must be the same name as the 
folder name of the parent theme. It is also case sensitive.

Next, you'll need to import the parent theme's stylesheet in here and it must be 
the first thing after the code above. When you add or modify any design rules 
later, put them under this import command, not above. Also, make sure the path 
to the parent theme is correct or it won't load.

@import url('../btb/style.css');
What you have is this so far. This is your child theme. Once this is done, you're 
ready to rock and roll with your new child theme.
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Log in to your WordPress admin, go to Appearance >> Themes. You should see 
the child theme in the list of available themes. Click to activate like any normal 
theme.

When you look at your blog now, it doesn't seem like anything has changed. Of 
course not. Because we haven't made any changes yet. But we will. Let's get busy 
customizing.

Change The Header Ribbon

One of the first things I want to change is that ribbon of colors up on top. Inside 
the child theme's style.css (/btbchild/style.css), we'll add this.

body {
  background-image: none;
}

The result is this

© 2010 Lynette Chandler  - All Rights Reserved. 

http://TechBasedTraining.com/
Page 6

http://TechBasedTraining.com/


Tech Based Training:  “Child Themes”

Next change I'd like to make is a border around the 'page'.

Page Border

To achieve that, I confirm using Firebug that the 'page' is actually a DIV with the 
ID of container.
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So in the child theme, I'll add this.

#container {
  border: #541E04 dashed 1px;
}

Now I'll have a nice dashed border around my page.

Hmmm the text is now all pushed to the side, we don't want that so obviously 
that needs changed. Using Firebug, I find out that the post is contained inside a 
DIV with the class named post. Armed with that information, I'm going to write 
in my child theme's stylesheet.css the following.

.post {
  padding-left: 10px;
}
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That's much better!

Even though we've only changed a few things so far, I'm pretty sure you can see 
how a child theme can be of use to you. Go ahead. Modify the child theme. Add 
style rules, change the colors, change the width of the sidebars. Test it out.

If you're nervous or don't know how to write your own CSS rules, just open the 
parent's style.css, find the part you want to edit, copy and paste the rule into your 
child theme's style.css then edit it there. It's allowed.

Modifying Theme Files

All this is great. But what happens if I want to add HTML or something to the 
theme files, not the stylesheet? Thankfully since WordPress 2.7, you can do that. 
Child themes can overwrite the parent. If you're using a version less than 2.7, this 
won't work. Here's how you do it.

Let's say I want to add a graphic header on top of the navbar. I first need to 
clone/copy the header.php from the parent theme into my child theme folder.

Then, I create a new folder inside the child theme folder named images. It's the 
same structure as if I were building a new theme. I'm creating this folder because 
I want to put my header graphic in it.
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Now, copy your header graphic or logo into this images folder.

Now that I have all the images in place, I edit the child's header.php to add...

<div id="header">
<a href="<?php bloginfo('url'); ?>"><img src="<?
php bloginfo('stylesheet_directory'); ?
>/images/logo.jpg" alt="Blog Theme Bootcamp" 
border="0" /></a>
</div>

You'll notice one thing in the code above (in red), when calling the image URL, I 
did not use bloginfo('template_url'); why? Because WordPress still bases the 
theme (template) off the parent but the stylesheet is based on the child.

Now when I view my site, I get this:
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Pretty awesome huh?

Conclusion

I've demonstrated just enough about child themes for you to have a working 
understanding how this works and how it can be useful to you. Using child 
themes, you can copy the templates you want to edit into your theme, any 
template and modify to your hearts' desire without messing up the original 
theme.

This is also a good way to work on clients' sites who have existing themes but they 
only want small changes. It allows you to keep the original theme around as a 
'backup'.

There are some limitations to using child themes. Not all themes are suited for 
child themes although many or most are. But if you use a theme like WPRemix 
that has a lot of programming built into the theme, you'll likely run into problems 
as I did. Otherwise, this is a great tool for a majority of themes out there.

For your benefit, here is the Blog Theme Bootcamp child theme I have created 
based on this lesson. Download it, check it out, have fun with it.
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Next Lesson...
We're going to dive deep into the database using phpMyAdmin

Lynette Chandler
Tech Based Training
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