
Find Your Way in the ‘Open’ and ‘Save As’
Dialogs Displayed by Your Programs

If there’s one thing that computer newcomers tend
to find nerve-wracking, it’s the prospect of having
to open a file or save one. Will you spend hours
looking for the file you want to open? And are you
saving this new file to somewhere it’ll never be
seen again?

In this article, I’ll explain how to use the ‘Open’
and ‘Save As’ dialogs presented by your programs
to ensure you’ll always know exactly what you’re doing in
these situations.

45

This article shows you how to:

� Get to grips with these two essential dialog boxes

� Ensure you’re always looking at the right folder

� Keep files organised by creating new folders when saving
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The Basics of Opening and Saving Files
When you want to open a file in almost any program you
use, you choose File > Open, or perhaps click an ‘Open’
button on the program’s toolbar, and you see a dialog like
the one pictured below. We call this an ‘Open dialog’, for two
(possibly obvious) reasons: first, it’s a dialog, and second it
has the word ‘Open’ as its title .

Using this dialog, you make your way to the drive or folder
which contains the file you want to open, click the file to
select it and then click the Open button . (If you
prefer, you can double-click the file instead, which saves the
need to click that Open button.)

1
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The other dialog we’re dealing with in this article is the ‘Save
As dialog’, pictured below. When you’ve started work on a
new document and you’re ready to save it for the first time,
you choose File > Save As (or perhaps click a ‘Save’ button
in the program you’re using) and this dialog appears.

Call up the 
Open dialog

Find and select 
a file and 
click Open

Call up the Save
As dialog

What’s a ‘dialog’? It’s a general term for a window that
pops open to give you information or, as in this case, to
prompt you to supply information. Skipping past the
Americanised spelling, it’s the computer’s way of having
a ‘dialogue’ – or conversation –  (of sorts) with you.
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In the Save As dialog, you make your way to the drive or
folder in which you want to save this file, type a name for
it and click the Save button .

Looking at the screenshots of the two dialogs, you’ll notice
they’re almost identical. The reason is that they do almost
exactly the same job: they enable you to make your way to
a particular folder on one of your PC’s drives (usually, but
not necessarily, your hard drive). It’s only when you get
there that things differ: in the Open dialog you choose the
file you want to open from this folder, and in the Save As
dialog you specify a name for the file you’re saving into
this folder.

Let’s begin by looking at the most important aspects of these
dialogs: the ways in which they show you where you are,
and the methods you can use to go somewhere else.

How to Find Your Way to the Right Folder
Let’s start with one oddity you may notice about the Save
As dialog. When you’re saving a file and this dialog appears,
it may look like the following screenshot: a very short,
stubby window that doesn’t look much like either of the
previous screenshots.
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Pick a folder, 
type a name and
click Save

The two dialogs
are almost
identical

Does your Save 
As dialog look
different?
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Click on
Browse Folders

First: find the
folder you need

You’ll usually be
starting in a
sensible place
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If you do see this stubby version of the dialog, click the
Browse Folders button in its bottom-left corner. The
window becomes taller, making it look like the screenshot
on page 3 and, importantly, making it look and work like
the Open dialog.

When you’ve done this once – in any program – Windows
remembers you’ve done it and should always show you this
full-size dialog in future.

Once either of these dialogs has appeared, your first job is
always to make your way to the right folder: the folder
containing the file you want to open, or the folder in which
you want to save your new file. But perhaps you’re already
there – how can you tell?

Where am I?
It’s up to individual programs (and thus their programmers)
which folder you’re looking at when one of these dialogs
appears. Fortunately, most programmers are sensible people
and they make a sensible choice: they set the dialog to show
your ‘Documents’ (or ‘My Documents’) folder when it first
appears, on the basis that this is probably where you keep
most of your personal files.

The exceptions to this are also sensible. If you’re using a
program that works with pictures rather than text
documents, it will usually show your ‘Pictures’ folder.
Likewise, a music-related program would probably show
your ‘Music’ folder.

1
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Nevertheless, it’s important to make sure! In an Open dialog,
if you’re looking in the wrong place you won’t find the file
you want. And in a Save As dialog it could be worse: if you
save a file into a folder without know-ing where you are,
you might never find that file again!

When one of these dialogs appears, there are three ways to
work out where you are:

•  Look at the items in the main section of the dialog 
. If you recognise these as the folders and/or files in

your ‘Documents’ folder, for example, you must be in
your ‘Documents’ folder!

•  In the folder tree at the left of the dialog, one item is
selected , and this is the folder you’re looking at. In
the example below, I’m in a folder named ‘Quotations’,
which I recognise as one of the folders I’ve created inside
my ‘Documents’ folder.

•  The ‘breadcrumb bar’ at the top of the window
shows the path to the folder you’re currently looking at.
In the screenshot above, I can see that I’m currently
looking at a folder named ‘Quotations’ which is inside
my ‘Documents’ folder.

1
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Make sure you
know where 
you are!

Do you recognise
the files?

Check the 
folder tree

Look at the
breadcrumb bar

3

1
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How to reach the folder you need
If you’re not in the folder you want, how can you reach the
right one? Let’s start with the simplest situation: the dialog
is showing your ‘Documents’ folder, but you actually want
to be in one of the folders inside that one. In that case,
simply double-click the required folder. In the example
below, the dialog is showing me the contents of my
‘Documents’ folder and I can double-click my
‘Quotations’ folder       to open it. From there, I can open a
file inside it or save a new file into it.

But perhaps you’re not too sure where you are? In that case,
the best solution is to use the folder tree at the left of the
dialog to find your way to familiar territory. By scrolling
upwards, you’ll be able to find the three most important
places on your PC which – if they’re not exactly where you
want to be – will put you within spitting distance of it:

•  Your ‘personal folder’: you have a folder which is named
after you (in my case it’s called ‘Rob’), and inside this are
your Documents, Pictures, Music, Videos and Downloads
folders, among others. Most of the time, you probably
want to open or save a file in one of these folders, and
they’re easy to reach. In that folder tree, scroll upwards
to find this personal folder and then click it . The
right-hand section of the window changes to show all
your personal folders, and you can double-click the one
you want to open, such as your ‘Documents’ folder . 

1
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4

The Windows Advisor   April 202050

File Dialogs: Opening and Saving Files F 195/6

Quickly open
a subfolder

Find your way 
to somewhere
familiar

Go to your set of
‘personal’ folders

1
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Go to your PC’s
list of drives

Open or save
files on your
desktop

Jump to folders
shown on the
breadcrumb
bar…

•  This PC or Computer: perhaps you want to open a file
stored on a flash drive, memory card or external hard
drive (or save a file to one of those). In that case, scroll
towards the top of the folder tree on the left and click
on This PC (in Windows 10 or 8.1) or Computer (in
Windows 7). On the right you’ll see icons for all the
drives connected to your PC and you can double-click
the appropriate drive to see its contents.

•  Desktop: if you want to save a file to your desktop, or
open a file you’ve saved there previously, scroll towards
the top of the folder tree and you’ll come to a Desktop
item. Click that and the right-hand section will show the
contents of your desktop.

Besides the folder tree at the left, another way to move
around is by using the breadcrumb bar at the top of the
dialog. In the example pictured in the next screenshot, I’m
currently in my ‘Quotations’ folder, but I can click on
Documents to jump straight to my Documents folder,
or Rob to jump to my personal folder.

5
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At the far-left of the breadcrumb bar there’s a folder
icon which also has an arrowhead beside it. If you click
this arrowhead, the pop-up panel shows some of the
useful places I mentioned earlier: your personal folder,
the desktop, This PC (or Computer), and a few others.
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…or to folders
inside them

Along with clicking the folder names themselves in the
breadcrumb bar, you can click the little arrowhead to the
right of any folder and this shows you all the folders inside
that one. For example, in the screenshot below I’ve clicked
the arrowhead beside Documents and a pop-up panel shows
all the folders inside my Documents folder. The folder I’m
currently in (‘Quotations’) is shown in bold, and I can jump
straight to any of the others by clicking it. 

6 5
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Tips for Working with Both Types
of Dialog
Now you know the basics of using the Open and Save As
dialogs and finding your way around, but there are a few
other things worth knowing about them. I’ll start by
pointing out the things they have in common, and then I’ll
give you some extra tips specific to the Open dialog on page
12 and the Save As dialog on page 14.

Familiar with File Explorer? You have a head start!
It might have struck you that these two dialogs look rather
like small copies of the File Explorer program (known as
Windows Explorer in Windows 7). In fact, that’s really what
they are – or at least, it’s what they’re very closely based
on. Therefore, if you know your way around your drives,
folders and files in File Explorer, you automatically know
your way around the system in these dialogs too.

There are really just two notable differences between File
Explorer and these dialogs:

•  These dialogs generally don’t show all the files in a
particular folder, only certain types of file. I’ll explain
why that is on page 13 for the Open dialog and page 15
for the Save As dialog.

•  If you use Windows 10 or Windows 8.1, one striking
difference is that these dialogs don’t have a Ribbon,
whereas File Explorer does. What they have instead is a
grey bar with ‘Organise’ and ‘New folder’ buttons at the
left and several icons at the right. (In fact, this is the way
Windows Explorer looks in Windows 7, so these dialogs
will look even more familiar to Windows 7 users.)
Presumably the Ribbon was thought to take up too much
space in these much-smaller windows.
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The dialogs are
based on File
Explorer

Many files may
be hidden
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Enlarge the
dialogs for 
easier use

Move backwards
and forwards
through folders
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Resize the dialogs to see more information at once

If you look in the bottom-right corner of these dialogs,
you’ll see a small, triangular ridged area. This is a ‘resize
handle’: move the mouse pointer to this area – at which it
turns into a double-headed arrow – then hold down the left
mouse button and drag diagonally down and right. Doing
this enlarges the dialog, and you’ll be able to see more of
your files and folders (on the right) at once, and more of
the folder tree at the left.

Retrace your steps through folders with the
arrow buttons

As you’re looking through your drives and folders in these
dialogs to find the right place, you might take a wrong turn
and end up somewhere unexpected. If that happens, you
can obviously use the folder tree at the left, or the
breadcrumb bar at the top, to go elsewhere, but there’s
another way. You can use the arrow buttons at the top-left
of the dialogs:

1 2 3 4
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Back: clicking this button takes you back to the last
folder you saw. Clicking it repeatedly takes you back
through all the folders you’ve seen since the dialog opened.

Forward: after using the Back button at least once, this
takes you forwards again, to where you where before you
clicked the Back button.

Recent folders: if you’ve wandered through two or
more folders while looking for the right place, clicking this
little chevron shows a menu listing those folders, and you
can return to one by clicking it.

Up: in Windows 10 and 8.1 only, clicking this button
takes you up to the parent folder of the one you’re currently
in. For instance, when I’m in my ‘Documents > Quotations’
folder, clicking this takes me up to my ‘Documents’ folder.

Choose your view: icons or details

Near the right-hand end of the grey bar in these dialogs
you’ll see the button pictured to the right. Click the little
arrow beside it and, just as in File Explorer,
you can choose between a variety of icon sizes
and layouts.

To a large extent, which of these views you choose is a
matter of personal preference, but a change of view can be
useful to help you find a file you want to open.

For example, choosing Small icons or Medium-sized icons
will let you see more files at once than Details without
having to scroll, and List will show more still. However,
choosing Details can be useful if you’d like to see more
information about your files, such as the date they were last
modified. And if you’re looking for a picture or a video,
choosing Large icons or Extra large icons will give you a
much clearer view of which is which.

1
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3

4

Jump straight to
a folder you’ve
already seen

Click the arrow…

…but don’t
delete them
afterwards
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Quick Tips for Using the ‘Open’ Dialog
There’s no escaping it – using these two dialogs can be
fiddly! While there’s no way to avoid using the Save As
dialog, there are two ways in which you might be able to
skip the Open dialog:

•  Find and double-click your file in File Explorer. Yes,
it’s really just a bigger version of an Open dialog, but
you might find it an easier and more familiar way of
finding the file you want.

•  Check the program’s list of recent files. Many programs
keep a list of the last few files you’ve saved or opened in
them, and that list gives you a quick way to reopen one.
In most cases you’ll find this list on the program’s File
menu. In Microsoft Office programs such as Word and
Excel, you’ll find it by clicking the File tab on the Ribbon
(and, in the 2010 versions, clicking Recent). 

You won’t always avoid the Open dialog, though, so here
are some quick tips to help you use it: 

Open a recent file without having to find it first
Whether or not your program keeps track of recently-opened
files, Windows keeps its own list and you can find it in the
Open dialog. At the right of the File name box, click the arrow
button . This opens a drop-down list containing recently-
used files that can be opened in the program you’re using.

1

File Dialogs: Opening and Saving Files F 195/12

The Windows Advisor   April 202056

When you double-click a file in File Explorer, exactly
what happens next will depend on which program is
supposed to open that file and how that program is
designed. If the program is already running, the file you’ve
double-clicked may appear in its window, but it may not.
Instead, you may find that a second copy of that program
starts and your file opens in that second window. 

Can you avoid
the Open dialog?

Use File 
Explorer instead

Many programs
list recently-
used files

See recent files
in the Open
dialog
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Click one and
choose Open

Many of your
files could be
hidden

You only 
see files this
program 
can open

As you can see in the screenshot below, these aren’t
dependent on which folder you’re currently looking at in
the Open dialog – they’re files from all over your PC. So, if
you want to open a file you know you’ve used fairly
recently, a good way to start is by looking at this list. If you
see the file you want, click it and then click the Open
button; if you don’t, just ignore the list and continue
looking for the file.

Can’t see all your files? That’s the filter at work
One thing you might find disconcerting about the Open
dialog is that it doesn’t show all your files. Looking at your
Documents folder, for instance, although you know you
have lots of files in there, created with all sorts of different
programs, you only see a few of them. Why is that?

It’s due to the ‘filter’ box , found near the bottom-right
corner of the dialog. The program you’re using (whichever
program it may be) can’t open every possible type of file on
your PC. Therefore, it ‘filters out’ the types of file it can’t
open and shows only those it can. In the example below,
I’m using Microsoft Word, and its Open dialog is set to show
‘All Word Documents’, so while I’m looking for the file I want
to open, I won’t see any file that isn’t a Word document.

2
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2
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There are two reasons why this is done. First, since a
program can only open certain types of file, it’s sensible to
show you only those files. Second, it makes it a little easier
for you to find the file you want. In a folder containing two
Word documents and 100 music files, those Word
documents will be easy to spot because all the music files
will be ‘filtered out’.

Quick Tips for Using the ‘Save As’ Dialog
When you want to save a new document you’re working on,
the straightforward routine you follow in the Save As dialog
is to find your way to the folder in which you want to place
the file, type a name for it and click Save. Along the way,
though, there are other things you might want to do – and
things you may want to avoid doing!

Stay organised: create new folders as needed
The best way to ensure you can always find the file you want
is to organise everything into folders. Rather than saving a
jumble of different files in your Documents folder itself,
create folders inside it for particular topics, such as Letters,
Finances, Family History, and so on.

You don’t necessarily have to do this in advance either – you
can do it in the Save As dialog itself. So if you’re saving a
new file and you decide it really should be in a separate folder
that you haven’t yet created, you can create it there and then.

File Dialogs: Opening and Saving Files F 195/14
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The basics 
of saving

Make the most 
of folders

You can make a
new folder when
saving a file

That ‘filter’ box is a drop-down list, and if you open it
you’ll often see a list of other types of file your program
can open. For example, Word can open plain-text
documents of the sort created with Notepad. If you open
this filter list and choose Text Files, you’ll now see only
those types of files as you look through your folders.
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First, make your way to your Documents folder (assuming
that’s where you want your new folder to be created). After
you arrive, click the New
folder button on the grey
bar. You’ll see a folder icon
appear in the dialog, with its
current name (‘New folder’) highlighted, ready for you to
type a better name. Type whatever you like as the name and
press to confirm it.

Double-click that new folder to open it (or, as it’s already
selected, press again if you prefer). Now you can type
a name for your new file in the File name box and click the
Save button to save your file into this newly-created folder.

The ‘Save as type’ box: what you see – and what
you create

Below the File name box in a Save As dialog you see a box
labelled Save as type. This does the same thing as the ‘filter’
box in the Open dialog, explained on page 13: it specifies
which types of file you’re seeing in the dialog.

Here, though, it does one extra thing: it specifies the type of
file you’re about to create. Some programs can save files in
a variety of formats, and you can open this Save as type list
and choose which type of file you want to create. You won’t
often need to do this, since you’ll generally want to save in
the program’s recommended format (which is already
selected for you). However, if you do want to create a
particular type of file, you can open this drop-down list and
select it.

Enter

Enter

Create and name
your folder

Save your file
into it

A similar 
filter box…

…but it also
determines what
type of file you
create
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Replace an existing file – but avoid doing
it accidentally!

One of the biggest risks in Windows is that it’s possible to
lose a file forever by replacing it with another when using
the Save As dialog. If you do this, that older file really is
gone – it doesn’t go into the Recycle Bin.

Of course, there may be times when you really do want to
do this. That old file is no longer needed and you want to
replace it with the one you’re currently work-ing on.

In that case, when the Save As dialog appears, make your
way to the folder containing that old, unwanted file. When
you arrive, you can type that old file’s name into the File
name box, but there’s a simpler and more reliable way: click
that old file and its name will appear in the File name box
automatically.

Now, crucially, check
you really have selected
the right file – the one
you definitely intend to
replace! If you have,
click the Save button. At this point, you’ll see a dialog
asking if you really want to replace the existing file. The
wording varies, but the meaning is always clear. Assuming
you really did pick the right file and you haven’t changed
your mind, click Yes.

But if you see a message like this and you weren’t intending
to replace an existing file, click No! This will take you back
to the Save As dialog where you can change the text in the
File name box to a unique name and then click the Save
button again. 

A replaced file is
gone forever!

Perhaps you do
want to replace
an old file

Find and select
that old file

Confirm you
want to replace
it with this
one…

…but only if
you’re certain!
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