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The following instructions have been compiled using Windows XP. There may be differences in the 

appearance of certain functions in Windows Vista. 
 

You have just bought a new computer and are wondering what on earth it all means and how you are going 

to be able to remember everything!! 

 
You are faced with a screen something like this 

 

 
 
 

There are some things on the left hand side of the screen and some bits at the bottom but what do they 

mean? 
 

Desktop 
The main area of your screen is called ñDesktopò.  Regard it as your desk.  Think of the programs and 

files that you are going to use as being stored in folders within a filing cabinet.  When you want to use 

something you take it out of the folder and put it on to your desk and when you have finished with them 

you put them away again.  There might be things that you want to use frequently so you keep them on 
your desk all the time.  On your ñvirtualò desk you have pictures that are called ñIconsò and underneath 

you will have a piece of text which describes what the icon does. 

 
To move about the desktop screen you move your mouse.  Just hold the mouse and wiggle it and you 

will see the arrow move about.  The left button of your mouse is for selecting items and the right hand 

button is used for shortcuts, more of that later. Often there is a wheel in the middle of the mouse.  This is 
used to ñscrollò up and down files and documents. 

 

If the words under the icons are not underlined you will have to click the left button of your mouse twice 

to open the piece of software.  This is called ñdouble clickò.  One click of the left button is generally 
referred to as ñclickò and when instructions require you to use the other button they will say ñright 

clickò. 

 
Sometimes you will come across the term ñdragò this means holding the left mouse button down and 

moving the mouse whilst the button is still held down.  More of this later. 
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The main problem with computers is that there are always several ways of doing the same thing and this 

make for confusion.  Just pick the method that you are most comfortable with and stick with that way of 
doing things. Although, if someone tells you about another way to do something, make a note because it 

might be easier than the method that you are currently using. 

 

Taskbar 
 

 
 

As well as the items on the main part of your screen you will see a bar at the bottom.  This is called the 

ñTask barò.  On the far left is a button called ñstartò. This is confusing in itself because you use this 
button to stop or close down your computer as well as to start running your programs. The icons on the 

left hand side are in an area called ñquick launchò.  You can add or delete items here quite safely.  It is 

just another way to start a program.  

 
The right hand side is called ñnotification areaò. This shows you what is happening on your computer. 

For example clock, hardware devices, volume, anti-virus programs, network connections etc.   

 
The bit in the middle is used to show programs that are currently open.  

 

When you move your mouse to the ñStartò button and click you will get a screen looking like this.  This 
is called the ñStart Menuò. 

 

 
 

The panel on the left will gradually be filled with details of programs that you have used and this is 
another way of starting a program.  At the bottom of the left hand panel you will see ñAll programsò. If 

you hover your mouse here you will see a list of all the software that has been installed on your 

computer.  You can then select the one that you want to run. If you donôt want to choose an option you 
can get rid of the list by clicking your mouse in a blank area of the ñdesktopò. 

 

On the right hand side of the start menu are options that Microsoft thinks that you will use most 
frequently. This is yet another way to start off your program. 

 

Hovering the mouse over an option will give a description of the option. 

 

Start Menu 

You can make changes to your ñTask Barò and ñStart Menuò by moving your mouse pointer to 

a spare area on the Task Bar and then ñright clickò to get a ñshortcutò menu and choose the 

ñPropertiesò option. 
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You can ñtickò or ñuntickò the options in the ñTaskbarò tab 

 

If you ñuntickò the ñLock Taskbarò option you can adjust the size of the bar and can make the 

sections wider or narrowerò.  When you have made your final adjustments re tick the ñLockò 

option. 

 

You can move the taskbar to the side or top of the screen by clicking a blank area of the bar and 

then ñdragò it to the new position. 

 

If you tick the ñAutohideò option the task bar will disappear and will only re-appear when you 

hover your mouse over the bottom/top/side of your screen. 

 

If you click the ñCustomiseò option in the ñStart Menuò tab you can change the size of the icons 

and the number of frequently used programs that display. 

 

You can also enable/disable the display of Internet Explorer and E-mail. 

 

I suggest you leave the ñAdvanced Optionsò for another day. 

 

So what do the things on your screen mean? 
They are shortcuts to programs and are called ñIconsò.  One of them will be Internet Explorer which will 

give you access to the internet. You need to find a ñproviderò first and they will send you all of the 

equipment necessary for to you connect up and then off you go! 

 
Another icon is the ñRecycle Binò. Regard this as your wastepaper bin.  Whenever you delete anything 

your system will throw it into the recycle bin. It is cleverer than you home waste bin because it never 

need to be emptied! The system makes it 10% of your disc size and when it gets full up old rubbish is 
deleted automatically to make room for more rubbish.  You can empty it if you wish but it should not 

really be necessary.  To empty the bin press the right hand mouse button and choose ñEmpty Recycle 

Binò. You can also change the size but again it should not be necessary.  To change the size highlight 
the icon and then press the right hand mouse button and choose ñPropertiesò.  

 

If you delete a file by mistake you can recover it by opening the Recycle Bin and finding the file that 

you ant to restore and then taking the ñrestoreò option. 
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Other icons will be programs that your computer supplier has put on to your system. 
 

Making shortcuts 
If there are programs that you run frequently you might prefer to add a shortcut to your desktop rather 

than clicking ñStartò, ñAll programsò and then choosing the program that you want to run. 

 

Click the ñStartò and then ñAll programsò and choose the program that you want. The ñright clickò and 
left click on ñcreate shortcutò.  

 

 
 

This will make another version with (2) next to it. You can then drag this item to your desktop (press the 

left mouse button and keep it held down and drag it to the required position), release your finger from 

the mouse button. If you want to change the name of the icon ñright clickò on it and take the ñrenameò 
option and type in the new name. 

 

If you do not want to put icons on to your desktop you can add the shortcut to the ñQuick Launchò 

section of the taskbar instead.  
 

If you add several items to the ñquick launchò you may need to extend the width of the section.  Find a 

blank area on the taskbar and right click.  Make sure that the ñLock the taskbarò is unticked.  You will 
then see a couple of dotted lines. You can drag the one to the right of the Quick Launch increase or 

decrease the size of the area.  If you hover over the top of the toolbar you will get a double arrow sign 

which will enable you to increase the height of the Task Bar. 
 

Once you have made your changes you can lock the taskbar again if you wish. 

 

Running programs/software 
When you open any program you will get what is called a ñWindowò on your screen.  You can open 

more than one piece of software at a time and so you will get lots of ñWindowsò showing. 
 

As an example I will open ñControl Panelò by clicking ñStartò and then choosing ñControl Panelò from 

the right hand side of the screen. 
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The top of each window has a blue bar and if you click and hold down the mouse button you can move 
(drag) the window anywhere on the screen. 

 

Under this bar you will have bars that are called ñtoolbarsò. These have words or icons that perform 

various actions depending on the software.  
 

On the top right hand side you have three buttons. The first one looks like a minus sign and is used to 

ñMinimiseò the window. This means that the programme is still open but it only shows in the centre of 
your task bar.  The middle button shows as a rectangle or an overlapping rectangle.  This is used to make 

your window fill the whole screen or come back to being a smaller size.  The final button looks like an 

ñXò and is used to close the window/software. 
 

If you place your cursor in the corner or on the side of the window you can drag and change the shape of 

the window. 

 

Control Panel  
Here you will find some more options that might be useful. We are only going to cover the most 
commonly used parts of the system.  There are lots of options that you can use and/or change but 

these are usually used by professionals and would be of little use to us. 

 

Appearance & Themes  

This is where you can change the look of your screen and can set up a screen saver. 

 

Background 
Your new computer will usually come with a background chosen by the manufacturer. You can 

change the background quite easily, but again there is more than one way to get there! 

 
You can ñright clickò on a blank are of your desktop to get the shortcut menu to appear and 

choose ñPropertiesò or you can click on ñStartò and choose ñControl Panel and then Appearance 

& themesò and then ñDisplayò. 
 

To choose a background click the ñDesktopò tab and choose the background that you fancy.  

You can set your picture to stretch across the whole screen, to sit in the centre of your screen or 
you can tile the picture so that you get several copies across the screen.  If you set your 

background to be centred you can change the colour that surrounds it by clicking the ñcolourò 

box.  You donôt have to choose a set colour.  If you click ñotherò you can make your own shade 
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and save it as a custom colour.  The font colour of the icon names will change from white to 

black depending on the colour of your background. 
 

 
 

 

Screensaver 
When computer screens were first invented the details that were displayed would burn into the 
screen if they were left on too long. To alleviate this moving software was designed, these were 

quite simple in the early days but people have enjoyed screensavers so much that many different 

types are available nowadays.  They are not necessary now but most people have got used to 
them and some are very pleasant to have running. There are many more that are available via the 

Internet. 

 
Click the ñScreen Saverò tab to choose your screen saver. 

 

 
 

You can click the ñPreviewò button to see what you chosen screen saver will look like.   You 

can set the time limit before the screen saver kicks in and, if you feel the need for security, you 
can set a password which has to be entered before you can get back to your main screen. This 

does not prevent an unauthorised person from switching your machine off and re-starting it so if 

you want to be absolutely sure no unauthorised person uses your computer you should set up a 
ñloginò password.  Generally the screen saver will stop as soon as you press a key or wiggle the 

mouse. Some of the options can be customised to display faster or slower  
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If you choose the ñtextò option you can type in the text that you would like to see displayed 

across the screen.   

 

 
 

Folder Options 

You can also set your desktop icons to open on a single click, if you prefer. On the ñGeneralò 

tab you can set the system to allow files to be opened with a single click. 
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There are other options on this screen but it might be best if you leave them until you are more 

familiar with your computer. 
 

Add or Remove Programs  
This is where you can ñuninstallò software that you no longer want on your system.  When you 
buy or acquire new software it generally comes with an automatic installation procedure. 

 

Donôt uninstall software unless you are absolutely sure of what you are doing or you could give 

yourself problems. 
 

Date, Time, Language & Regional Options  
Date & time 

This can also be accessed by double clicking on the time or hovering over the time on the 

taskbar, right click and select adjust date/time. Here you can change the date & time, set 
your local time zone and set the system to synchronize the time every time you log on to the 

internet. 
 

 
 

If you click the ñTime Zoneò tab you should see that your clock will automatically adjust 

the time for Summer and Greenwich Mean time on the appropriate day. 

 
If you have access to the Internet you can make sure that your clock is always accurate by 

ticking the ñSynchroniseò box. 

 

   
  

Regional & Language Options 
If you are frustrated by the fact that every time you press the hash (#) or the pound sign (£) you 

get the wrong symbol it means that your keyboard language is set incorrectly. 


