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When I took a recent airline trip to attend a family wedding, I planned to rely on mass 
transit during our visit to Seattle. But I almost didn’t get out of the airport because I didn’t correctly interpret airport icons on signs leading to the light rail transport.
I recognized familiar symbols for men’s and women’s restrooms, followed light rail symbols down several corridors and two escalators, and boarded the rail train. But it never left the airport. Turns out I boarded an internal rail system, not the Seattle light rail, as pointed out by kind passengers when we asked how to pay.

This situation is no different for computer users. These last few years the computer software industry has removed or hidden text-driven drop-down menus and replaced them with a plethora of icons that, somehow magically, users are supposed to interpret. Hovering over an icon may reveal the answer, but this method wastes time.

A little computer history In 1983, Apple Computers Inc. launched Lisa, the first personal computer with a graphic interface and its famous mouse, the point-and-click device that revolutionized the computer industry. At that time, commands were generated by keystrokes and our memories.

For example, to bold text using the PC WordStar word-processor, you pressed the Command (Ctrl) key, then P, and then B to tell the computer to begin bolding when printing. Next, you typed the text. To stop bolding, you repeated the above keystrokes. If

you forgot to stop bolding, you wouldn’t know until you printed the document because computers were not yet WYSIWYG (What You See Is What You Get) until Apple entered the scene.

Apple Computer changed the command-driven way of computing that required you to memorize many exact commands. We can still use these key-based commands; common ones for Macs (Apple) and PCs include: To save a document = Press and hold the Ctrl key then press the S key and release (for the Mac, press the Command key in place of the Ctrl key). To print = Ctrl + P. To copy = Ctrl + C. To paste = Ctrl + V. To cut = Ctrl + X. To undo = Ctrl + Z. Unfortunately, the current computer trend toward turning all text into symbols has gone too far.
Keeping up with all the new imagery is counter-productive and frustrating to many. This move toward iconography has moved to our phones, smart phones, iPads, tablets, readers, and many electronic gadgets.

My experience at the airport demonstrates how this trend is infiltrating our world. To help you survive the next stage of the computer symbolic evolution, below are common cross-platform cross-application symbols. Memorize these icons and you may just survive the dawning of this new era. Note: These instructions below are all one-click/touch actions.
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 Power Button: Turns on/off your electronics. Note: Rather than pressing the power button to turn off, some computers require a Shut Down process by clicking a menu or icon.
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 Close a window or application: Windows PC: Click the X (top right corner) to close an application or a window. Mac: Click the red button (top left corner) to close an application or window. This action usually does not quit the application.
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 Arrow (black or white): When you move the mouse or move your finger around the track pad, the arrow tracks your movements. When you want to select something or press a button, left click once.
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 I-beam: The arrow becomes an I-beam when the arrow enters a text box or area where you can type. To activate the typing feature in the text box or area, you may need to click once to see the blinking line that indicates where text will appear when you type.
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 Hand: When the arrow hovers over text (often underlined or in color), when you click once it will take you to a different webpage or website, or a different part of the document. When the arrow hovers over an image and it becomes a hand, when you click the image once, it can open a new website, webpage, or window showing you the image in a larger format or give you more information.
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 Triangles (& Vs) Down or Up: (1) click to scroll down or up, or (2) click to see a dropdown menu and make a selection.

Doubles Triangles (& double-Vs )—Down or Up: (1) Page up or page down, or (2) next window or view, or (3) previous window or view.
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 Triangles (& Vs)—Left or Right: Can mean: (1) Play audio or video, (2) Click to scroll left or right, (3) click to go backward or forward, or (4) click to see more options, etc.

Doubles Triangles (& double-Vs)—Left or Right: (1) Takes you to the beginning or the end, (2) Fast-back or Fast-forward, or (3) Previous or next section, selection, or song, etc.
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 Back button and forward buttons: When pointing left, click it to go to the previous webpage(s) or window. When pointing to the right, click it to take you back where you were. It’s like flipping back and forth through a book or magazine: It remembers where you’ve been.
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Microsoft Windows “Start” button (four square icon): Click to see Microsoft’s Start Menu (XP, Vista, Windows 7) or Start Page (Windows 8). Note: Some keyboards have a

Windows Start key to the side of the Spacebar: press once to open the Start Menu or Start Page.
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 Apple’s “Finder” (Square Smile) Icon on a Mac: Found on the left side of the Dock, this icon is your virtual filing system (like Window’s Library/My Documents). Click it to access your storage folders: Documents, Pictures, Music, Movies, Downloads, applications, etc.
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 Delete/Trash/Recycle: Select your document, email, item, or text, and then click this icon to delete it. Sometimes to permanently delete the item, such as documents and emails, you need to empty the Delete, Trash, or Recycling folder. Note: In some applications, the X and Don’t images (circle with line through) also means Cancel.
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 Search Magnifying Glass: Found in Internet browsers, at websites, in your computer, in applications, etc. Click once in the text box and type key word(s), and then click the magnifying glass icon or the Go, Search, or Find text to locate word(s) or topics, etc.
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 Zoom Magnifying Glass (in +, out -): Looks like a search but usually has the word Zoom, 100%, or plus and minus signs. Click to enlarge or reduce. Clicking this icon generally increases or decreases the font and image size. 
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 New Browser Tab: To open a new window while keeping the current window accessible, click the Tab, the icon with the plus sign, or the blank tab to the right of an existing tab. This action   lets   you   have your webmail in one tab, your Google.com webpage in another, while you open another tab to do shopping, researching, or watching Youtube.com, etc. To delete a Tab: Without closing the browser, hover the mouse over the tab and click the X to close just that tab.
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 House/Home: In your Internet browser, clicking this icon once takes you back to your home website (the website/page that first appears when you open your Internet b browser).
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 Cogwheel or Tool image = Tools, Settings, Preferences, or Options: Click to customize or adjust the settings/features of the application (Word, Outlook, Mac Mail, iTunes, Apps, etc.) or services (Online email such as Gmail, Comcast, DropBox, Skype, Pandora, online banking, etc.).
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 Menu: Click to see a dropdown menu of options. This icon is replacing the menu bars on several browsers, webmail applications, and tablet and smartphone apps.
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 Undo: My favorite button! It un-does the last thing you did: (1) Brings back what you accidently deleted or lost. (2) Deletes what you just typed. (3) Removes formatting that you decided not to do (bold, font style, color, etc.). (4) Removes any changes you just made (resized a picture, added color, added boarders, etc.). Note: On some applications, when you keep clicking it, you will sequentially remove previous actions.
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 Redo: It puts back what the Undo button removed.
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 Refresh: Usually found in Internet browsers and other applications. This icon lets you update changes on webpages where content is constantly changing such as stock market prices, news items, weather updates, etc.; click the Refresh icon to update. Caution: Refresh looks similar to the Redo icon.
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 Checkmark: (1) Click to accept changes. (2) Click box to insert or remove a checkmark to agree to a setting, option, service, etc. Caution: When downloading, installing, or updating software, etc., pay attention to any boxes with checkmarks. Read the text to make sure you’re not signing up (subscribing) to receive email advertisements or to download a free and possibly a problematic application or unsuspected viruses.
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 Editing Tools: Cut = scissors, Copy two pages, Paste = paper on clipboard.
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 Font (text) Color: Change text/font color. How: First select the text, and then click the dropdown triangle (bottom right) once to see color swatches, select your color by moving the mouse arrow down, and click once on your color selection. When done, deselect (unselect) the text by clicking the text box area once.
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 Email—Reply: A single arrow to the left. Click it to reply to the sender of the email you received. It will insert email address, subject, and include the original message. Next, type your reply message. Email—Reply All: A double arrow to the left. Same as Reply but it sends your message to all those who also received the original message from the sender (all emails listed in the To: and CC: sections). If you only want the sender to see your response, make sure you select Reply not Reply All. Note: If you received an attachment in the original email, Reply will not resend the attachment.
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 Email—Forward: Click to forward the email to one or more people. It will insert the subject and include original message. You will need to enter the email addresses and then type your reply message. Note: If you received an attachment in the original email, Forward will include the attachment unless you changed the default.
