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Introduction

Learning PHP step by step can feel daunting at first, especially if you’re new to programming. But PHP is one of the

most widely used server �side languages on the web, powering everything from small blogs to large enterprise sites.

By breaking the learning process into manageable stages, you can build a solid foundation, gain confidence, and

eventually create dynamic, secure, and high �performance web applications.

In this guide we’ll walk through the entire journey—from installing your first local server to deploying a fully

functional PHP application. Each step is designed to be clear, practical, and free of jargon, so you can focus on

coding and experimenting.

Why PHP Still Matters

Despite the rise of JavaScript frameworks and new backend languages, PHP remains a staple for many developers

and companies. Its advantages include:

•  Ubiquity – WordPress, Drupal, Joomla, and countless other CMS platforms are written in PHP.

•  Ease of deployment – Most shared hosting plans support PHP out of the box.

•  Large ecosystem – Composer, Laravel, Symfony, and countless libraries simplify development.

•  Community support – Forums, Stack Overflow, and meetups provide help and resources.

By learning PHP step by step, you’ll tap into this vibrant ecosystem and gain skills that are in demand across the

industry.

Getting Started: Prerequisites & Setup

Installing a Local Development Environment

Before writing any PHP code, you need a server that can interpret PHP scripts. The easiest way is to use a 

bundled solution such as XAMPP or Local by Flywheel. These packages include Apache, MySQL, and PHP, and

they work on Windows, macOS, and Linux.

1.  Download the installer from the official website.

2.  Run the installer and follow the wizard. Accept the default settings unless you have specific needs.

3.  Start the control panel and launch Apache and MySQL.

4.  Verify the installation by opening http://localhost in your browser. You should see the default XAMPP or Local 

dashboard.

Now you’re ready to write PHP code in your preferred editor. Popular choices include VS Code, Sublime Text, and

PHPStorm. Configure syntax highlighting and linting plugins for a smoother experience.

Creating Your First PHP File

Open your editor, create a new file named hello.php, and paste the following:

&lt;?php

echo "Hello, World!";



?&gt;

Save the file in the htdocs (or www) folder of your local server. Then navigate to http://localhost/hello.php. You

should see the greeting displayed.

Congratulations! You’ve just executed your first PHP script.

Step 1: Mastering Basic PHP Syntax

PHP Tags and Comments

All PHP code must be enclosed within &lt;?php and ?&gt; tags. You can also use the short echo tag &lt;?= for

convenience.

Comments help document your code:

// Single line comment

/* Multi-line

   comment */

Variables and Data Types

PHP variables begin with a dollar sign ($) and are dynamically typed. Common types include:

•  String – $name = "Alice";

•  Integer – $age = 30;

•  Float – $price = 19.99;

•  Boolean – $isAdmin = true;

•  Array – $colors = ["red", "green", "blue"];

•  Object – $obj = new stdClass();

•  NULL – $nothing = null;

Use var_dump() or print_r() to inspect variables during debugging.

Step 2: Control Structures & Flow

Conditional Statements

PHP offers if, else, elseif, and switch for decision making.

if ($age &gt;= 18) {

    echo "Adult";

} elseif ($age &lt; 18) {

    echo "Minor";

} else {

    echo "Unknown";

}

Loops

Loops allow you to repeat actions. Common loops include:

•  for – for ($i = 0; $i &lt; 10; $i++) {}

•  foreach – Ideal for arrays: foreach ($colors as $color) {}



•  while – while ($condition) {}

•  do-while – Guarantees at least one execution.

Step 3: Writing Reusable Code with Functions

Defining Functions

Functions encapsulate logic and can be reused throughout your code:

function greet($name) {

    return "Hello, " . $name . "!";

}

echo greet("Bob");

Parameters, Return Values, and Scope

Functions can accept arguments, return values, and access variables from the global scope using global or the use

keyword in anonymous functions.

function add($a, $b) {

    return $a + $b;

}

$result = add(5, 7); // 12

Step 4: Handling Forms & User Input

GET vs POST

When users submit forms, data can be sent via GET (visible in the URL) or POST (hidden). Use $_GET and

$_POST superglobals to access the data:

&lt;form method="post" action="submit.php"&gt;

  &lt;input type="text" name="username"&gt;

  &lt;button type="submit"&gt;Submit&lt;/button&gt;

&lt;/form&gt;

// submit.php

$username = $_POST['username'];

echo "Welcome, " . htmlspecialchars($username);

Input Validation and Sanitization

Never trust user input. Always validate and sanitize before processing:

$email = filter_input(INPUT_POST, 'email', FILTER_VALIDATE_EMAIL);

if ($email === false) {

    echo "Invalid email address.";

}

Step 5: Arrays and Superglobals

Indexed and Associative Arrays



Indexed arrays use numeric keys, while associative arrays use string keys:

$numbers = [10, 20, 30];

$person = ["name" => "Alice", "age" => 30];

Looping Through Arrays

Use foreach to iterate:

foreach ($person as $key => $value) {

    echo "$key: $value\n";

}

Superglobals

PHP provides built-in variables that persist across requests:

•  $_SERVER – Server and execution environment information.

•  $_GET – URL query parameters.

•  $_POST – Form data.

•  $_FILES – Uploaded files.

•  $_SESSION – Session data (requires session_start()).

•  $_COOKIE – Client-side cookies.

Step 6: Database Integration with MySQL

Using PDO for Secure Connections

PDO (PHP Data Objects) provides a consistent interface for accessing databases and protects against SQL

injection.

$dsn = 'mysql:host=localhost;dbname=mydb;charset=utf8mb4';

$user = 'root';

$pass = '';

$options = [

    PDO::ATTR_ERRMODE => PDO::ERRMODE_EXCEPTION,

    PDO::ATTR_DEFAULT_FETCH_MODE => PDO::FETCH_ASSOC,

];

$pdo = new PDO($dsn, $user, $pass, $options);

CRUD Operations

Insert, read, update, and delete data using prepared statements:

// Create

$stmt = $pdo->prepare("INSERT INTO users (name, email) VALUES (:name, :email)");

$stmt->execute(['name' => 'Bob', 'email' => 'bob@example.com']);

// Read

$stmt = $pdo->query("SELECT * FROM users");

$users = $stmt->fetchAll();



foreach ($users as $user) {

    echo $user['name'];

}

// Update

$stmt = $pdo->prepare("UPDATE users SET email = :email WHERE id = :id");

$stmt->execute(['email' => 'bob@newdomain.com', 'id' => 1]);

// Delete

$stmt = $pdo->prepare("DELETE FROM users WHERE id = :id");

$stmt->execute(['id' => 1]);

Step 7: Object-Oriented Programming in PHP

Classes and Objects

Encapsulate data and behavior:

class
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