IT2000 Notes

Using Excel Sheets properly!

You’re not on the Intro course now . . .

Whether you’re using Excel to store information or for spreadsheet calculations it really is a good idea to make proper use of the sheets that are available. Many people are taught initially, in Introduction courses and the like, to save information as a new file each time something is changed or added. This is pretty pointless and the result is usually several separate Excel files occupying unnecessary space on your disks. Learn how to use sheets! It’s quite easy and it will make your files and your PC life generally much easier . . .

Sheets and tabs

When you start a new Excel file you should see that there are several sheets available. They are called sheet1, sheet2, sheet3 etc and these sheet names should appear in small tabs at the bottom. Sheet1 is the first and is the one that opens when you open the file. To use or view another sheet just click on its tab.

The number of sheets displayed will vary from PC to PC but is usually between 3 and 16. You can change the number that are displayed but as it is easy to add more it is not usually necessary to do so. Should you desperately need a certain number to appear on your own PC ask your tutor to show you how to change the default settings for Excel.

Step-by-step guide

1. Start by entering whatever data you are working with on sheet1.

2. Save the file with a sensible name. Use File/save as . . . and store it somewhere you can find it again. That will usually be on your floppy disk when you’re on a course.

3. Correct any obvious errors or design faults as appropriate.

4. Once you have stored the initial data or whatever and are ready to start doing something else with it, make a copy of it and work in the copy. This preserves the original stuff so that you can go back to it if you make a complete mess of the next steps of a task. The way to make a copy is this:

5. Hold the Ctrl key down with one finger. Position the mouse arrow on the little tab that says sheet1. Keeping the Ctrl key down, drag the sheet1 tab across to the right. (Dragging means holding the left mouse button down and moving the mouse). The cursor should change to a picture of a piece of paper with a + inside and a small black triangle (will appear. This ( indicates where the copy will be positioned. It will jump from the edge of one tab to another. When it is pointing at the junction of sheet1 and sheet2, release the mouse then release the Ctrl key.

A new sheet, called sheet1(2) just to confuse everybody, should appear between sheet1 and sheet2. If you dragged too far to the right it may have landed somewhere else but it doesn’t matter at this stage.
The new sheet1(2) will be identical to sheet1. Any changes you make to sheet1(2), however, will not affect sheet1.

Sheet1(2) is a silly name

It is also a good idea to change the names of the sheets as sheet1, sheet2 and sheet1(2) can be very confusing! To change the name on the tab, simply double click on its tab. The text will be highlighted and you can just type in a sensible name like January or Printout1 or 2002 data. You can use spaces in tab names but avoid using slashes, commas, colons, dots or dashes.

Always remember the golden rule:

before you make significant changes to a spreadsheet, make a copy and give the copy a sensible name.

Just save

From here on, apart from making a back-up copy on another disk or drive, you only need to Save the file – all the sheets you have used, as well as all the ones you haven’t too, will be saved with the one file. They are similar to pages in a Word document.

And save time too

If you remember to put a header and/or footer in the first sheet then this will be carried through to the others which will save a great deal of time. Things like paper orientation and other page set-up features will be carried through  too. It is possible to change any sheet to other settings if you wish but often you will want them all the same.

No more sheets?

If you do need an extra sheet use Insert / Worksheet to add another at the right.

Right sheet, wrong place

If you want to change the position of a sheet it can be moved very easily. Just drag the tab from one position to the desired position (not with the Ctrl key down this time).

Group trouble

Occasionally, when you are trying to click on a sheet you might accidentally find that you have selected two or more sheets at the same time. (To do this deliberately, hold the Ctrl key and click individually on a couple of sheets). This can be a nuisance as they become grouped like that and you will need to ungroup them. Do this by clicking with the right mouse button on one of the grouped (highlighted) tabs and selecting Ungroup sheets from the menu.

Grouping sheets is practically always done by mistake when people miss in their attempts to drag a sheet to copy it. However, it has got a couple of worthwhile uses:

Repeating yourself

When several sheets are grouped, whatever you do in a box on one sheet will be repeated automatically on the others in the group. Great for correcting a spelling mistake which appears in the same cell on seven sheets! Great too for changing the format of several sheets. Be careful, however, if you have changed the order of a list or included blank rows or columns in a later version the cells will not contain the same items and your changes may not be what you want!

One click wonder groups

Another super time saver of grouped sheets is putting headers and footers in everything – you can do all the sheets at once. A print preview of grouped sheets shows each as a new page so you’ll gather that it can also make printing several sheets out a one click job instead of a chore.

Why Arial?

The default font for Excel is invariably set at Arial. Now there’s nothing wrong with Arial – it’s clear and ubiquitous, anyone with a PC and something approximating to Excel should be able to read your files. It’s also extremely tedious, particularly if everything’s in capitals and there’s no relief in the form of some bold or italic emphasis or colour.

Changing the appearance of your sheets is really simple. Just select the cells and pick another font, emphasis, colour or size. Something that works really well, and won’t disturb the tutor too much as they’ll be familiar with it from Word, is good old Times New Roman. These things are, of course a matter of personal preference but at least give something else a try.

After a little experimentation you will probably find a combination that works well and it may be worth changing your own PC’s default font setting. Your tutor will show you how but it’s best not to try to change any machine that other people share.

Gridlines yuk

There are gridlines on the screen (usually; they can be turned off) but it is a pretty rare variety of spreadsheet that needs a heavy black box round every cell! If you want lines printed use borders. They’re immensely smarter. There are several ways to get borders but the simplest initially may be to select the bits that you want to apply lines to and go to Format/Cells . . . and pick Borders.

In the window that opens, choose a Style of line and a Colour first, then click in the area to apply the lines up, across or wherever.

Borders can be a bit tricky if you’re new to them, and particularly if you want to change some later. So, for those who want the style but can’t wait for the practice, try using Format/Autoformat. You’ll get a pretty good selection of ready made variations, one of which should be worth going for and all of which will be better than Arial with gridlines!

Shouting from the rooftops!!

You produce this excellent sheet of data and what do you do? You print it with your own name screaming out at the top in the same size font as the information in the sheet! Now, everyone is entitled to a little vanity but, for the reader, the most important thing on a sheet is seldom your name.

First, put it at the bottom in a footer. Second, change the size of the text so that it is more modest and less intrusive. Size 8 is still perfectly legible.

Ah, no-one’s told you how to change the font in a footer (or header). That’s your excuse. Next time, before you type your name, click the button with the letter  A  on it in the footer window. That’ll give you the full range of fonts.

What should be big and interesting and bold is the title of the document (if you have one). Use the same technique in the header to increase the font, change the style or whatever.

While you’re at it, get rid of the ghastly Sheet1 that some PCs are set to display in the middle of the header and footer. The file name and sheet name belong in a footer, small and neatly inscribed. They’ll mean little to the reader.

The results should be much more professional but don’t go over the top. Spreadsheets are seldom mentioned in the same sentence as fashion statements!

Apologies

I will no doubt have upset a great number of colleagues and former students with these last few notes but if I see another bland Arial, gridlocked, capital-encrusted print out, with someone’s name and SHEET1 blasting out at the top, I will go crazy.

Andrew Hill 20 January 2002
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