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Among the hundreds of tools which are part of the Word, PowerPoint, and Outlook programs within the Microsoft Office 2007 and 2010 suites, none is as useful and under-utilized by home users as the Spelling & Grammar Checker. For one thing, it is not on the Home tab, but instead is the large button on the left end of the Review tab. (Certain tools are assigned over-sized buttons, by the way, because they were found to be used most often in the workplace).  It's time we home users catch up, especially since this tool has been improved in recent versions of Office.
How it Works

Spelling & Grammar Checker works in two ways to find your errors and help you correct them. You may have noticed the red, green, and more recently, blue wavy lines appearing under words as you type. These are the alert signals that a word is misspelled (red), the grammar is incorrect (green), or in recent versions, a word doesn't fit the context of the sentence (blue). 

The traditional method of using the checker is to let it search from beginning to end of your finished document, stopping at every error. Then you decide whether to accept one of the suggested changes or ignore them all. 
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Begin by putting your cursor at the start of the document. Click the Spelling & Grammar checker icon to open a dialog box. (Adding this icon to your Quick Access bar will make this step quicker). The box displays a snippet from your document at the top with the first error highlighted. If the problem is a spelling error, a list of related words and spellings appears with the recommended correction listed first. Click 'Change' to make the recommended change in your document. 'Change All' will change all instances of this word in the document. The options 'Ignore Once' or 'Ignore All' result in no change. If the word is unique, as with a proper name, but is spelled correctly, click 'Add to Dictionary' to include it in the large Office dictionary. Checking an entire document is a good last step after completing a document where accuracy is important, such as a report or article. 
A new and quicker way to check spelling is to go through your document and right click each of the underlined errors. The drop down menu gives you similar choices to those in the dialog box as well as other options, depending on the error. Left click your choice, and your document will be corrected.
Using AutoCorrect

You'll notice that one of the choices both in the dialog box and the right click menu is "AutoCorrect." Office includes a list of common misspellings of words in the Options sections of the Office programs. As long as the AutoCorrect function is enabled, these words will automatically be corrected as you type. One example is "teh," which will immediately change to "the" as soon as you hit the space bar.  
If you have a word that you type often and constantly misspell, adding it to the AutoCorrect list makes sense. To do this in Word, click the Office (File) button, then 'Word Options'. Click 'Proofing' in the left pane. Here you will find a number of check boxes for adjusting spelling and grammar-related functions. You can, for example, have the spell checker ignore the spellings of Internet addresses or have the program stop checking grammar errors. Next click 'AutoCorrect Options' at the top of the right pane. Here you can adjust more check boxes to change how the checker works. At the bottom of this box is the AutoCorrect list. Symbols appear first, so scroll down to find the list of misspelled words and their corrected counterparts. To add a new word, type your misspelling of it in the box under 'Replace'. Type the correct spelling under 'With' and click OK.  This word will now automatically be replaced with the correct spelling as you type.
Correcting Grammar  
If you haven't adjusted the Proofing options in your program, the Spelling & Grammar checker will identify grammar errors well as spelling. This function has always been a weak link in the checker. As a veteran teacher of English, I sometimes disagree with the checker's opinions. Perhaps it's because 'grammar' needs to be taken loosely in this context. For instance, if you leave an extra space between words, both words will underline in green, indicating a grammar error. It is good to remove extra spaces because they will be blatantly visible when the Word document is printed or the PowerPoint slide show projected on the screen. But I wouldn't define it as "grammar." The checker will also underline real grammar problems, such as sentence fragments, run-on sentences and subject-verb agreement. It is smart to look carefully at these sentences and make improvements as needed. The checker is not perfect, though, so proofread any important documents.
New: Contextual Spelling

A new feature of the Spelling & Grammar Checker in Word 2007 is the option to check contextual spelling. This involves flagging of homonyms, words which are pronounced the same, but have different meanings. Some examples are to - too - two or there - their - they're. This function is not automatically enabled because it uses quite a bit of memory. If your computer has less than 1 GB of Ram, the option will be disabled automatically. It also doesn't always catch errors, but it's a start and will probably be improved in future versions of Office. If you wish to turn on this option, go to Word Options - Proofing and click the check box, "Use contextual spelling." If it slows down your computer, I recommend turning it off.
One last thing: If you use one of the Windows email programs (Outlook Express in XP, Windows Mail in Vista, or Windows Live Mail in Win 7), the Office Spelling & Grammar checker will automatically check your composed messages if you have the option, "Check spelling as you type," enabled.
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