
 

 

A Beginner's Guide to Office Software 

Your Computer Is Only as Useful as the Software You Run 

There is nothing quite like unpacking a brand-new computer. After connecting it to the Internet, 

setting up your e-mail account, and exploring a few of the built-in applications, it's easy to 

believe you've entered the digital age. In reality, you've only scratched the surface. Without 

productivity software, even the fastest computer is little more than an expensive web browser, 

entertainment center, and e-mail machine. 

The real value of a computer lies in the work it can automate for you. Whether you're writing 

letters, balancing a budget, preparing a presentation, organizing customer records, or simply 

managing your daily schedule, office software transforms a computer from an electronic toy into 

one of the most productive tools you'll ever own. Today's office suites—Microsoft 365, Apple's 

iWork, and free alternatives such as LibreOffice—provide that capability, although Microsoft 

Office continues to set the standard by which the others are measured. 

This article isn't intended to teach you how to use each program. Entire books have been written 

on Word, Excel, and the other applications. Instead, I'd like to give you a guided tour of the 



major programs, explain what each one does best, and perhaps help you decide which are worth 

your time to learn. 

Microsoft Word: The Cornerstone 

For most computer users, the journey begins with a word processor. Microsoft Word has been 

the industry standard for decades, and with good reason. At its simplest, it allows you to write 

letters, reports, newsletters, school papers, and even books. Beneath that friendly surface, 

however, lies an astonishing collection of professional features. Word can automatically build 

tables of contents, create indexes, check spelling and grammar, insert photographs and charts, 

manage footnotes, and format documents for publication with surprisingly little effort. 

I've used Microsoft Word for more than thirty years as a writer, instructor, and consultant, and I 

still discover features I never knew existed. It has become the centerpiece of my writing and 

publishing work, and I honestly can't imagine working without it. 

Microsoft Excel: Making Numbers Behave 

If Word is the king of words, Excel is the undisputed king of numbers. At first glance it appears 

to be little more than rows and columns, but those rows and columns become remarkably 

powerful once you learn formulas and functions. Excel can prepare budgets, balance 

checkbooks, analyze statistics, calculate loan payments, track inventories, and create 

professional-looking charts with only a few clicks. 

Many people assume Excel is intended only for accountants or financial analysts. Nothing could 

be further from the truth. Anyone who manages household finances, grades, sports statistics, club 

memberships, or business records can benefit from learning even the basics of Excel. Like Word, 

it rewards every hour you invest in learning it. 

Microsoft Access: Organizing Information 

Eventually many spreadsheets become so large that they are difficult to manage. That's where a 

database enters the picture. Microsoft Access stores information in related tables, making it 

possible to eliminate duplicate data while producing reports and answering questions that would 

be cumbersome in a spreadsheet. 

Access has a steeper learning curve than Word or Excel because database design requires 

planning. Once you understand the principles of relational databases, however, Access becomes 

one of the most powerful management tools available. I have relied on it for decades to develop 

applications ranging from business records to student satisfaction surveys, and it remains one of 

my favorite productivity programs. 

PowerPoint: Helping Others Understand 



Whether you're teaching a class, presenting a business proposal, or speaking before a civic 

organization, PowerPoint helps transform information into a visual story. Text, photographs, 

charts, diagrams, videos, and animations can all be combined into professional presentations that 

are surprisingly easy to create. 

PowerPoint also integrates beautifully with the rest of Microsoft Office. Charts prepared in Excel 

can be inserted into presentations, while speaker notes can be printed as handouts or exported 

into Word documents for distribution after the presentation. 

Outlook: More Than E-mail 

Many people think of Outlook simply as an e-mail program, but it is much more than that. 

Outlook combines e-mail, contacts, calendars, appointments, reminders, and task management 

into a single application. For busy professionals, it often becomes the command center for the 

entire workday. 

Home users can benefit just as much. If you juggle appointments, maintain a large address book, 

or simply want to organize your correspondence more efficiently, Outlook is well worth 

exploring. 

OneNote: Your Electronic Notebook 

OneNote is one of Microsoft's most underrated applications. Think of it as a notebook that never 

runs out of paper. You can collect ideas, organize research, clip information from web pages, 

insert photographs, record audio notes, and search everything almost instantly. 

If you're the type of person who constantly thinks of ideas while reading, traveling, or attending 

meetings, OneNote provides an excellent place to capture them before they're forgotten. 

The Real Advantage: Working Together 

The greatest strength of Microsoft Office isn't any single application. It's the way they work 

together. An Excel chart can appear in a Word report. A PowerPoint presentation can become 

printed handouts. Outlook appointments can connect with your contacts, and information flows 

naturally between the various applications. Rather than functioning as separate programs, the 

Office suite becomes an integrated productivity system. 

That integration is one of the reasons Microsoft Office has remained the business standard for so 

many years. Once you begin using the programs together, you'll wonder how you ever managed 

without them. 

My Advice to New Computer Users 

During the years I taught Microsoft Office courses at a California community college, students 

often asked where they should begin. My advice was always the same: start with Word. Become 



comfortable writing and formatting documents. Then move on to Excel, because nearly everyone 

can benefit from understanding spreadsheets. After that, let your own interests determine 

whether you explore databases, presentations, or the other applications. 

Don't try to master everything at once. Learn one new feature each week. Use the built-in Help 

system, watch some of the excellent free tutorials available online, and practice using your own 

projects rather than sample exercises. Before long, your computer will become far more than a 

machine for browsing the Internet or checking e-mail. 

It will become one of the most productive tools you own. 

 


