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Computers give us choices - way too many choices. No matter what program you are running, it probably comes with many options. Even when you are writing an email, your email program comes with hundreds of options such as font size, color, sorting options, and more. I think it would be a good idea to review some helpful hints and tips for selecting options. So here is just a list, in no particular order, of things about menus which, in my view, are helpful to know.

Menu – a list of options or choices. A menu will appear if you click on a tab or name of a menu, such as “File”, “Home”, “Format”, or “Help”. Newer programs have menus called “ribbons”. Some menus may be listed in a whole new window, but most menus provide their options in a “drop down” list. 

Ribbon – is still just a menu of options. Click on the ribbon tab to see the options for that tab. 

Default – this is what you get if you do NOT change an option. For example, your email or word processor program may have a default font point size of “12”. So, if you do not select a different font size, you will be using the default value of “12”. In many programs you can change the default value of some options. Many people change the default font to a larger size in their word processor program so that they do not have to change the font size every time they open it and start writing a document.

Unfortunately, program updates and new “versions” of programs change the menus. One of the most frustrating things about using a computer is trying to find out how to do what you did before they changed things around. The easiest way to find out how to do things in a program is to use the “Help” menu or option (sometimes this symbol is a small blue circle with a white question mark in it). Or, use Google – just type in your question in the Google search box, such as: “How do I change fonts in Word 2010”. When using Google be sure to specify the program and version that you are using.

If you “hover” your mouse on a menu item (that is, move your mouse arrow on the item and then wait a moment) you should see a box with words identifying that option. This is helpful when your menu options are symbols you are not familiar with. And these words are the ones you should use when searching to find out more information about that option.

If a menu option is in “gray” (also known as “grayscale” or “subdued”) it means that you cannot select that option now – it won’t work. An example of this is you cannot use the “Cut” command unless you have first selected something to cut (such as by highlighting it). Or, you cannot “Paste” anything unless you have cut or copied something first to the clipboard. An option in gray means that you have not met the conditions to make this command work.
If a menu option has three dots after it, such as “Save as...”, it means that when you select that option you will get another window of choices or options. If you see a symbol next to a word on a menu, it means that that symbol represents that menu option on other menus or toolbars, etc. For example, if I go to the “Edit” menu, I will see the scissors symbol next to the word “Cut” – so the scissors symbol on a tool bar will also do the same as the “Cut” command.

Some menu options may have a keyboard combination “shortcut” you can use instead of going to the menus. For example, on the “Cut” command you may see the keyboard combination of “Ctrl + x”. So, instead of using the menu, you could just hold down the control key (Ctrl) and hit the “x” key to do a “cut”. I usually discourage people from using keyboard shortcut commands because it is too easy to hit the wrong key.

Using menus, ribbons, and selecting options are how we interact with our computer. Every new edition of a program probably adds more options, many of which you will never use. But why not play with some options and see what happens? You may discover a new deck of cards for your solitaire game or a way to add an automatic signature to your email!  
