
How to Find Your Way Around
Windows, Programs, Apps and Dialogs

What on earth are ‘spin buttons’ and ‘radio
buttons’? What’s the difference between a ‘list
box’ and a ‘drop-down list’, or between a ‘menu
bar’ and a ‘context menu’? How can you tell
whether a checkbox is switched on or off – and
why does it sometimes seem to be neither?

No more head scratching: in this article you’ll
find explanations of all the different controls
you’ll encounter in Windows and the programs you use,
and the names you’ll see in articles and tutorials.

59

This article shows you how to:

� Recognise and name the various controls found in Windows

� Understand how to use the different controls correctly

� Discover the new elements introduced in Windows 10 and 8.1
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The Elements of the Windows Desktop
When you start your PC and sign in to Windows, you arrive
at the desktop straight away in Windows 10 and Windows
7. In Windows 8.1, you arrive first at the Start screen and
you can switch to the desktop by clicking the Desktop tile
that appears at the left of the screen.

These are the elements you’ll find on the desktop and on
Windows 8.1’s Start screen:

Icons
On the desktop you’ll find small captioned pictures called
‘icons’, each of which represents a program or file on your
PC. If you double-click an icon, the corresponding program
or file will open.

If the icon has a small arrow in its bottom-left corner (as
five of the six icons pictured above do), it’s a ‘shortcut’: the
program or file isn’t stored directly on the desktop but this
shortcut tells Windows the real location of the program or
file. When you double-click a shortcut, Windows reads it to
determine where the real program or file is stored and then
opens that program or file.

Taskbar
At the bottom of the desktop you’ll find the taskbar
(although it’s possible to move it to any other edge of the
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screen). The taskbar shows general information, such as the
time and date, and lets you know which programs are
currently running. Whenever you start a program, a
corresponding button or icon for that program will appear
on the taskbar.

Start button
The Start button is at the far left of the taskbar (or at the
top if your taskbar is moved to the left or right edges of the
screen). When you click the Start button with the left mouse
button, the Start menu opens.
(Pressing the key on your
keyboard also does this.)

Program buttons
In the central area of the taskbar, you’ll see square buttons
indicating which programs are currently running. A click on
one of these buttons will bring the corresponding program’s
window to the front, allowing you to see and use it. Shortcuts
to your most-used programs can also be placed on (or ‘pinned
to’) the taskbar, allowing you to click one to start it.
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Open the 
Start menu

Individual
buttons for each
program

Clicking the Start button with the right mouse button
opens the so-called ‘Power User menu’ in Windows 10
and 8.1. This menu contains links to various system
settings that would otherwise take a few clicks to find,
as well as options to shut down or restart your PC. You
can also open this menu by pressing + .X
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Notification area (or ‘tray’)
This area appears at the far-right of the taskbar. Its official
name is the ‘notification area’ but it’s popularly known as
the ‘system tray’ or just the ‘tray’. At the right of the tray is
the clock showing the
current time and date. To
the left of the clock are
small icons representing
programs that are run-
ning invisibly (such as
your anti-virus program)
and other icons relating
to Windows’ own feat-
ures (such as a volume
control and network/Internet connection indicator). Holding
the mouse over one of these icons causes a small box to
appear above it (known as a ‘tooltip’) showing the icon’s
name and/or description; right-clicking an icon usually
causes a context menu to open providing options for
working with that item.

Show Desktop button
This button is found at the extreme right of the taskbar
(although in Windows 8.1 it’s a flat area that doesn’t look at
all like a button). Clicking this
button in Windows minimises all
open windows to take you back to
the desktop.

Afterwards, use the program butt-
ons on the taskbar (mentioned
above) to restore any program you
want to see and use, or click the
Show Desktop button again to
make all those minimised windows reappear.

The clock and
several small
icons

Quickly get back
to your desktop
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Context menu
When you right-click on a blank space on the desktop, on
the taskbar, or on an icon, a context menu will open. This is
a menu containing commands that relate to the item you
right-clicked.

Some context menus may have ‘submenus’, indicated by an
arrowhead to the right of a menu item (such as the ‘View’,
‘Sort by’ and ‘New’ items on the menu pictured above).
Moving the mouse on to one of these items causes its
submenu to open containing related commands.

Tiles (Windows 10 and 8.1)
On the right-hand side of Windows 10’s Start menu, and on
Windows 8.1’s Start
screen, you’ll find a
collection of squares
and rectangles that are
known as ‘tiles’. These are the equivalent of the icons you
find on the desktop and those pinned to your taskbar: each
tile represents a program and if you click a tile with the left
mouse button, the corresponding program will start.
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Charms bar (Windows 8.1)
When you move the mouse pointer into the extreme
top-right or bottom-right corner of the screen in
Windows 8.1, the Charms bar appears – at first only
as a somewhat ghostly presence, but moving the
pointer up or down the edge of the screen brings the
bar fully into view. (A less fiddly way to display it is
to press + .) The Charms bar contains icons
which, when clicked, will lead you to a variety of
Windows information, settings and options, as well
as to vital procedures such as shutting down or
restarting your PC.

App bar (Windows 8.1)
When you right-click a blank space on Windows 8.1’s Start
screen, or right-click on one of its tiles, you’ll see an ‘app
bar’ at the top or bottom of the screen which contains
options relating to what you right-clicked. Likewise, if
you’re using a Windows 8.1 app and you right-click a blank
space in the app, an app bar will appear containing options
and settings relating to that app.

The Various Parts of Program Windows
When you start a program, the program’s window will
appear on your desktop for you to begin working with it.
In this section, we’ll take a look at the main elements of a
program window.

C
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Title bar
The title bar runs across the full width of the window at its
very top and usually shows the name of the program and
(if applicable) the name of the file you’re currently working
on in that program. If you double-click the title bar, the
window will ‘maximise’ to cover your entire desktop;
double-clicking the title bar again will ‘restore’ it to its
former size and position. If you press and hold the left
mouse button on the title bar, you can drag the whole
window around your desktop (as long as the window hasn’t
been ‘maximised’).

Quick Access toolbar
Some recent programs have a small, customisable toolbar
near the left-hand end of the title bar. You’ll see this ‘Quick
Access toolbar’ in Microsoft Office programs such as Word
and Excel, as well as in the WordPad and Paint programs
included with Windows. This little toolbar is intended to
give quick and easy access to frequently-used functions.
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If you click the little arrow symbol at the right of the Quick
Access toolbar, a menu will open showing which commands
can be displayed on the toolbar. Ticks appear beside those
already included on the bar, and you can click any other
command to add it.

Ribbon toolbar
The Ribbon is a control that’s popular with Microsoft (you’ll
find it in Microsoft Office programs, WordPad, Paint and
File Explorer), but most other companies have given it the
cold shoulder. The Ribbon consists of a row of tabs and
clicking a tab reveals a row of buttons and options. The
Ribbon was conceived as a space-saving alternative to the
traditional combination of toolbars  and menu bars (covered
on page 9).

The name of each tab describes the options found within it,
with one exception: the first tab (‘Home’) contains the
options most users will need most frequently.

Contextual tabs on the Ribbon
Besides the few tabs that always appear on the Ribbon, there
are additional tabs that appear only when they’re relevant
to what you’re doing. For example, if you’re using the latest
version of Microsoft Word and you click somewhere within 
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Not all programs have a menu bar, and some of those
that do have taken to hiding it. If you can’t see a menu
bar at the top of the program you’re using but you’re
led to believe it has one, press the key on your
keyboard: if the program does have a menu bar, that
will make it appear temporarily (until you either select
an option from one of its menus or click elsewhere on
the screen).

Alt

A row of drop-
down menus

Each button
carries out a
command

a table, a pair of new tabs headed Table Design and Layout
will appear, offering options for working with the table.
When you click outside the table, perhaps in an ordinary
paragraph of text, those table-related tabs are no longer
relevant, so they’ll disappear again. 

Menu bar
Many programs gather all their available options and
functions into a single compact space: the menu bar, a
horizontal strip of menus near the top of the window. On
the menu bar, each menu has a name (such as ‘File’, ‘View’,
‘Help’) and clicking one of those menu names opens the
corresponding menu beneath it.

As with context menus, mentioned earlier in this article,
some of the items you’ll find on these menus also lead to
submenus, recognisable by the small arrowhead symbol to
their right.

Toolbar
A toolbar is a horizontal strip of buttons and icons (and,
occasionally, some others types of control) somewhere near
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the top of a program’s window. The intention of the toolbar
is to give you quick access with the mouse to the most-used
commands and options in the program.

In some programs (such as older versions of Microsoft Word,
pictured below), there were so many available options and
thus so many toolbars you might need to use, that a large
section of the window could easily become filled with these
bars, leading to an eventual rethink and the invention of
the Ribbon (see page 8) to combine a multitude of options
into a more compact space.

Status bar
If a program has a status bar, you’ll find it running along
the bottom edge of the program’s window. Its intention is
to display useful information related to what you’re doing. 

In Microsoft Word the status bar tells you which page you’re
working on; in File Explorer it tells you how many items
are stored in the current folder; in Windows Paint it tells
you the current mouse pointer position in your picture and
the dimensions of the picture. The status bar may also
include buttons or other controls, such as a slider to zoom
in or out on your work.
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Button groups
To make the Ribbon and toolbars easier to understand, the
buttons and other items they contain are organised into
groups, placing related items close to one another. On a
Ribbon, the groups are separated by vertical lines and each
group has a name (such as ‘Clipboard’, ‘Font’, and ‘Paragraph’
in the screenshot below).

On a toolbar, small vertical lines divide the buttons into
groups:

Toolbar buttons
Most of the items you find on Ribbons and toolbars are
buttons: a single click on one of these with the left mouse
button carries out an action such as switching on or off bold
text, or aligning the current paragraph to the left or right.
Some buttons open another window (a dialog box) in which
you can choose and combine a variety of different options:
for instance, when choosing a font, a dialog box may open
to let you select a name, size, style and colour for the font.

If a button contains a small arrowhead symbol, like many
of the buttons pictured above, clicking the button will cause
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a menu or panel to appear below it giving you a choice of
various related options.

Ribbon dialog launcher button
It’s a big name for something so tiny: this is the little
embossed arrowhead symbol you’ll see in the bottom-right
corners of some of the groups on a Ribbon. When you click
this little icon, a dialog
box opens to show all
the possible options
relating to that group.

Close button
In the top right-hand cor-
ner of a program’s window
you’ll find the Close button: clicking this button closes the
window and ends the program.

Minimise button
Minimising a program’s window
causes it to disappear from the
screen, but the program con-
tinues running and its button remains on the taskbar:
clicking its taskbar button ‘restores’ it to the screen, letting
you continue using it. To minimise a window, click the
Minimise button found near the top-right corner of the
window – a small dash.

Maximise button
To make a program’s window expand
in size to cover the entire desktop,
click the Maximise button near the top-right corner of the
window – a square box. When you do this, the Maximise
button turns into a Restore button.
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Restore button
If a window has been maximised
to cover your entire desktop,
and you want to reduce it back
to its former (smaller) size and
position, click the Restore button, which consists of two little
overlapping squares. When you do this, the Restore button
reverts to being a Maximise button.

Scrollbar
If the content displayed by a program is too tall or too wide
to fit completely into the window, you’ll see one or more
scrollbars at the edges of the window: a horizontal scrollbar
(as pictured below) to scroll wide content to the left and
right, or a vertical scrollbar to scroll tall content up and
down.

You can use the left mouse button to drag the central box in
the scrollbar left and right (or up and down): the size of this
central box changes to indicate how much of the content
you can currently see compared to its total length.

As an alternative to dragging this box, you can click to its
left or right (or, for a vertical scrollbar, above or below the
box) to jump through the content in larger steps.

At either end of the scrollbar you’ll find arrow buttons: you
can click these to move left and right (or up and down) in
small increments, or keep one of the arrows pressed to scroll
continuously.

:
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Drag to resize 
a picture

If you drag one of the resize points in the corners, the
image will retain its width/height ratio as it resizes.
However, if you drag one of the middle blobs, you’ll
make the picture taller or shorter without altering its
width (or wider or narrower without altering its height),
thus changing its width/height ratio and producing
something that will probably look rather odd!

Resize points
When you select a picture or chart in a program like
Microsoft Word, Excel, or PowerPoint, or in some graphics
programs, a dotted border appears around the picture
containing eight little blobs known as ‘resize points’. Using
the left mouse button, you can drag any of these little blobs
to change the size of the picture: dragging towards the
middle of the picture makes it smaller, and dragging
outwards makes it larger.

Context menu
I mentioned context menus in relation to the Windows
desktop on page 5: they are menus which appear when you
right-click on something, displaying options relating to what
you clicked – in other words, their contents vary according
to the context in which you clicked.
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If you drag one of the resize points in the corners, the
image will retain its width/height ratio as it resizes.
However, if you drag one of the middle blobs, you’ll
make the picture taller or shorter without altering its
width (or wider or narrower without altering its height),
thus changing its width/height ratio and producing
something that will probably look rather odd!

Context menus are also used in many programs’ windows.
For example, if you right-click a highlighted word or
sentence in Microsoft Word, a context menu will appear
offering various options for formatting that piece of text.
However, if you right-click a picture in a Word document, a
different context menu will appear containing picture-
related options.

New Elements of Windows 10 and 8.1 Apps
The concept of ‘apps’ was introduced in Windows 8, and it
continues in Windows 8.1 and 10. An app is a program, but
it’s one you can only download from the Microsoft Store –
you won’t find them offered on websites. In theory, at least,
that means they’ve been vetted by Microsoft and are
guaranteed to be safe to install and use. Windows 10 also
comes with a collection of built-in apps such as News,
Weather, Calendar, Mail and Settings.

Apps are designed and built differently from traditional
Windows programs, generally aiming to be simple and
intuitive to use. As a result, they’ve introduced some controls
you won’t usually see in other programs.

Hamburger button
The hamburger button consists of three horizontal lines that
look a bit like a sandwich (hence the name). You’ll often find
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this near the top-left corner of an app’s window, perhaps at
the top of a column of icons (as in the screenshot below).
Clicking the hamburger button may open a menu, but more
often it widens the column of icons to let you see their
captions.

App bar
Particularly in Windows 8.1, the app bar appears if you
right-click in an app window. The app bar can appear at the
top or bottom (or both) of the screen and it offers options
relating to the app. Pressing the key or right-clicking
again closes the app bar. 

Esc

Options for the
app you’re using
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Close (and
cancel) the
dialog

On/Off switches
Many options in apps use switches to specify whether
they’re on or off: if the switch is at the right, the option is
on; if it’s at the left, the option is off. These switches look a
little like sliders, implying that you have to drag the switch
left or right, but you don’t: a simple left-click on the switch
will toggle it on or off. 

Common Controls Used in Dialog Boxes
Dialog boxes (or ‘dialogs’ for short) are fairly small windows
which prompt you to enter information or allow you to
choose settings and preferences. Due to the role they play
in programs, they can contain a wide array of different
controls.

Title bar
As with other windows, dialog boxes have a title bar at the
top showing the name of the dialog. And, like other
windows, you can use the title bar to drag the dialog else-
where on the screen.

Close button
Most dialog boxes have a Close button in their top-right
corners: clicking this to close
the dialog is the equivalent of
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clicking the Cancel button found (usually) at the bottom of
the dialog. When a program has a dialog box open, you
can’t usually use the program’s main window until the
dialog box has been closed.

Tabbed pages
Many dialogs offer a large number of options, which would
normally require a very large window divided into
numerous sections. To avoid this, those options are often
split over two or more tabbed pages. The tabs appear near
the top of the dialog, and clicking a tab switches to the
corresponding page of options.

Group boxes
To help make dialogs easier to follow, related options are
often arranged into named groups or sections, either with a
box surrounding the options in a group or with horizontal
lines dividing each group.

Checkbox
These little square boxes allow you to choose whether a
particular option is switched on (enabled) or off (disabled)
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Choose only 
one of several
options

Pick an item
from a list of
options

by clicking either the little box itself or the caption beside
it. When switched on the box contains a tick (or a ‘check’
as the Americans say, hence the name of this control) and
when switched off the box is
empty. The box can also be
filled with a shaded square,
which means that the option
is in a ‘partially-on’ state. This
generally reflects the state of
other, related options placed
near it: if some of those are enabled and others aren’t, the
checkbox shows this ‘partially-on’ shading. 

Radio buttons
These little circular controls are also known as ‘option
buttons’, and they appear in groups of two or more. They
allow you to choose one of several options, but only one:
when you click a radio button,
a little blob fills its circle (and
the blob is removed from the
previously-selected radio butt-
on) to indicate that this is the
chosen option. Like check-
boxes, you can click either the little circle or the text caption
beside it to select a radio button. 

List box
A list box presents multiple
options in a vertical list, with a
scrollbar to the right if the list
contains more items than will
fit into the box. To select an
item in the list, just click it
once to highlight it. (Some list boxes allow you to select more
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than one item, which you can do by holding the key as
you click additional items in the list.)

Some list boxes have a text box above the
list. This allows you to find a particular entry
in a long list by typing its first few characters,
or to choose a setting that doesn’t appear in
the list.

Drop-down list

A drop-down list is a compact way of giving you a choice
between numerous options: in effect it’s like a list box
(mentioned above) but it takes up far less space. It appears
as just a small box showing the currently-selected option (as
in the screenshot on the left below). However, by clicking
the little arrow-button at the right of the box, you can
display a list box containing the other options. To select one
of these options, just click it: the list will close again and the
text box will now show the option you chose.

Some list boxes allow you to type into the small box at the
top: the items in the list itself are just possible options or
suggestions but you’re not forced to use one of those if you’d
prefer to use an option that isn’t shown.

Ctrl

A compact
alternative to 
a list box

You may be 
able to type into
the box
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Type one or more
lines of text

For text boxes
that require a
number rather
than words

OK, Cancel and
other commands

Text box
A text box is simply a box into which you can type text –
usually just a single line but sometimes on multiple lines.
Depending on what the
program is asking you
to enter, you may be
limited in how many
characters you can type into the box, or (if the program
expects a number) you may be restricted to typing only
figures.

Spin buttons
When a program requires you enter a number in a text box,
it usually makes the job easier by adding spin buttons to the
text box. These are a pair of tiny up/down arrow buttons at
the right of the text box. Clicking one of these tiny buttons
raises or lowers the figure shown
in the box and holding one of the
buttons down raises or lowers it
continuously (in fairly slow steps
at first and then much more quickly as you continue holding
down the button). 

These tiny buttons are fiddly to click with the mouse: an
alternative is to click inside the text box and then use the
up/down arrow keys on your keyboard to raise or lower the
value.

Button
A button carries out a particular action when clicked, and
the button’s caption should tell you what it does. The
buttons you find in a dialog
box often open another
dialog to offer more options. 
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Most dialogs also have OK and Cancel buttons (usually at
the bottom), both of which close the dialog: the OK button
saves any changes you’ve made to the options in the dialog,
whereas the Cancel button discards them.

Preview area
Some dialogs have a preview area to show you the expected
effect of the options you’ve chosen, such as how a
combination of font settings will look. The preview is just
for information and doesn’t usually react to mouse clicks.

Hyperlink
Many recent programs (and particularly ‘apps’ like the
Settings app in Windows 10) use hyperlinks where
previously they might have used a button. A hyperlink
allows a longer line of text
which would have resulted
in a very wide – and there-
fore rather odd-looking –
button.

A hyperlink will carry out
an action when clicked,
such as opening another dialog, taking you to a different
area of the program, opening a help page or taking you to a
website in your browser. The text of the hyperlink should
make it clear where you’ll end up by clicking it.
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