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This section is not intended to 
teach you about any 
particular application.  

The aim here is to become 
literate about what nearly all 
application programs have in 
common. 

There are some basic 
functions that are likely to be 
found in any application on 
any computer running 
today’s software.  

Because this is an ICT literacy 
program we want to include 
only what we think is basic to 
using all applications rather 
than start teaching program 
specifics. 

 Most ‘newbie’ computer 
users are introduced to 
computer programs by using 
a word processor type 
application. 

Even at this point I have 
rarely seen any attempt, by 
well meaning tutors, to 
inform the student user of the 
basics of computer interfaces, 
i.e. the GUI and Icon based 
environment using mouse 
and keyboard to access 
menus. 

By the time a user is very 
familiar with their application 
functions any misconceptions, 
about what a computer is and 
how it functions at a basic 

Section 4: Applications. 

“A bird is an instrument 
working according to 

mathematical law, which 
instrument it is within the 

capacity of man to reproduce 
with all of its movements.” 

Leonardo da Vinci (1452-
1519) 

level, are embedded in the users mind and very 
hard to change.  

By starting at an IT literacy level we can 
hopefully be better prepared to use computers 
at the function level. 

What is an ‘application’?  - Applications and 
programs are often used synonymously 
(although an application is only one form of 
programming). 

Application refers to the software package you 
use to create your documents, such as 
AppleWorks, PageMaker, FreeHand, Quicken, 
Photoshop, Internet Explorer, Mail, etc.  

They all do something different; they each have 
a particular function. 

Which Application?! 

"There is only one application. And 
it's still being written." Mujtaba 
Syed 

! 
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One of the essential processes 
that adult computer users 
miss out on is ‘play’.  

Young users tend to dive in to 
every nook and cranny of a 
new program, this play 
attitude can be very helpful in 
discovering where things are 
and what program features 
do. 

So do not forget to play. 

One of the most common 
groups of programs installed 
on the average computer can 
be categorized as ‘office ‘ 
applications.  

This group of programs 
usually includes a word 
processor, spreadsheet, 
presentation and maybe 
database application.  

As long, as we know the 
basics of these types of 
programs we really should be 
considered computer literate, 
and be able to use them 
regardless of flavor or brand. 

 

The first one ‘word 
processing’ is fundamental to 
preparing any formatted text 
document we care to think of.  

 

Yesterday the word processor 
barely mimicked a typewriter, 
now we can include as many 
different fonts and media 
samples (sound and pictures) 
as we have computer power 
to produce. 

One of the greatest milestones 
in software development was 
the creation of the VisiCalc 
spreadsheet program created 
by Daniel Bricklin, Robert 
Frankston in 1979.

 

Section 4 continued:  

Reflection: 

The Word 

Word processing 

 

Involves turning a computer into an 
electronic typewriter√ 

Requires a specific program√ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A spreadsheet program 

 

Helps us work with numbers√ 

Can be used to calculate a square 
root√ 

Is stored as a file on a disk√ 
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Section 4 continued:  

Reflection: 

WEB Browsing 

This single application 
revolutionized, more than any 
other program, how 
businesses could use personal 
computers in the work 
environment.  

It gave the personal computer 
a real business function other 
than being a glorified 
typewriter.  

The spreadsheet gave the user 
the ability to use the computer 
for lengthy complicated 
numeric applications.  

More than any other program 
it mimicked the way people 
had to work with numbers in 
the pre computer/calculator 
days and it did it faster and 
more accurately. 

The other end of the 
‘calculation’ type programs is 
the specialized accounting 
program.

  

This group of programs tends 
to have a lot of the same 
features but may be specific to 
a business group or country 
as far as tax and other 
regulations go. 

‘Quicken’ is one such 
program used for reconciling 
accounts such as cheques etc. 

Database programs come in 
many flavors as well but all 
have the ability to keep data 
entities in files and records.  

The most common database 
in our old world technology is 
the phone book. It contains 
people sorted by name and 
alphabetic order.  

This is exactly the kind of 
information the ‘Database’ 
program excels at.  

 

The two levels of complexity 
in database software is ‘flat’ 
or ‘relative’ information. 

In the flat database 
information is organized in 
one file of many records.  

The relative database though 
has many files of records all 
related to each other by 
common fields.  

 

 

Reflection: 

Accounting 
"Quicken," a cheque register 

program 

Is an example of a database 
management program√ 

Is stored as a file on a disk√ 

Stores all of our cheque information 
in a file that represents a database√ 

Has no physical connection to the 
list of checks√ 

 

 

 

 

An inventory program would be a 
specific example of 

 

A database management program√ 

 

Database 
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An example of this would be 
a database file, that had my 
name and contact details, 
which is related by the  
‘name’ field to a file that 
keeps all my doctors visit 
records. 

 

In the flat database we have 
no option but to keep the 
entities information in record 
s managed in one file. 

However in the relative 
database we can have many 
files all linked by an entities 
common field such as ‘name’.  

The relational database 
approach is more suited to 
organization and searching 
requirements of today’s 
business needs. 

All applications work with 
‘user’ files. 

These files are in the format 
appropriate to the particular 
application, i.e. document 
(.doc) for word processing; 
Excel (.xls) for spreadsheet 

 or PowerPoint (.ppt) for 
presentations.  

These formats can be specific 
to application or generic such 
as a ‘text’ (.txt) document. 

Applications when loaded 
into RAM for use will require 
a ‘new’ file created or an 
existing file to be ‘opened’ 
(loaded into RAM).   

During the ‘editing’ of this file 
we are making the files size in 
RAM bigger but it is not until 
we ‘save’ the file that what we 
have created is safely stored 
for retrieval during another 
editing session. 

 

 

Hard copy: - 

This means we want to hold a 
copy of or work in our hands 
in a readable format.  

So we must know how to 
print a file or what the basic 
requirements are to print a 
file. 

Section 4 continued:  

Reflection: 

Power Outage 

We are writing a letter with a word 
processor and loose power  

 

We will lose everything in memory√ 

We may lose our letter without hope 
of recovering it√  

We will be able to recover any part 
of the letter that has been saved√ 

 

Saving means 

Copying data from memory to 
disk√ 

Opening means 

Copying a program or data from 
disk to memory√ 

 

. 

Loading & Saving 
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We must have a printer 
connected to the computer in 
some way, USB, Networked 
or parallel/serial connections.  

Because it is a hardware 
device the computer has to 
have some software driver(s) 
to enable the Operating 
System to talk to the printer 
type. 

 

When these basic 
communication requirements 
are sorted the application has 
to have a ’print’ command 
enabled by the user. 

 

In nearly all applications this 
‘print’ command is in the 
programs ‘file menu’.  

There are many default and 
customized settings that can 
be altered by the user during 
the print process.  

The basics of these are that the 
right size paper and the right 
printer have been chosen or 
are already set as default 
parameters. 

Most print software sets the 
default paper size to ‘US 
Letter’. The user will often get 
a print error because they 
have not changed the default 
paper size to A4, used in 
Aotearoa.

 

A word of caution when 
using the print process, 
because the data file that is 
being printed is from the 
working copy in RAM it is 
important that the file has 
been saved before proceeding 
to print.  

 

Section 4 continued:  

Reflection: 

Hard Copy 

Printing a file 

Sends data from the open file in 
RAM to the printer as data √ 

The printer must be compatible 
with the data √ 

The printer must have, 
appropriate interface and software 

to work √ 

Cut, Copy and paste functions 

Allow data to be transferred from 
one file to another compatible file 

√ 

Paste may recover data removed 
from a cut operation √ 

Copy puts selected data into a 
special memory often called a 

clipboard √ 

Clipboard is method of storing 
data to be shared between two 

programmers √ 
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I give this warning because 
users tend to print without 
saving and during this 
process there are slight 
chances of quitting the 
application or ‘crashing’ the 
application before having 
saved the work in RAM. 

 

There is a tendency among 
users to get out of their chair 
and walk to a printer to 
retrieve their printout without 
checking their screen for 
progress warnings.  

During this period it is easy 
for the file in RAM to be lost 
through the inadvertent (or 
otherwise) interference of 
another user.  

So always save your work before 
leaving your desk.

 

There is a special area of 
RAM, used by most 
programs, called the 
‘clipboard’.  

This clipboard is just what its 
name implies, if I want to 
copy some ‘exert’ of data from 
a file and paste it somewhere 
else in the file or even in 
another file.  

The ‘exert’ of data is first 
copied into the memory called 
the clipboard. 

Cut, Copy and Paste all use 
the area of memory called the 
clipboard.  

The current contents of the 
clipboard are as a result of 
your last use of the Cut or 
Copy functions.

Notice copy, makes a 
clipboard copy of your data 
where as cut makes the copy 
and removes the relevant data 
from the working file. 

When data is first copied to 
the RAM called the clipboard 
with the ‘copy’ command.  

It is held in the clipboard until 
we use the ‘copy’ command 
again when the clipboards 
existing contents are erased 
by the new copied data.  

The clipboard operation and 
its related ‘cut’ ‘copy’ and 
‘paste’ are embedded in most 
applications and Operating 
Systems. 

Section 4 continued:  

Reflection: 

Its’ a drag! 

Clicking and Dragging 

 

Allow the coping and moving of 
data in a GUI√ 

Can select data for editing√ 

Can delete files√ 

Can select graphics or parts of 
graphics for editing√ 

Minimize and maximize 

 

Allow the efficient arrangement of 
open windows on a desktop √ 

Switch between data views √ 

Are incorporated into most GUI 
interface design √ 
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Using this feature data can be 
copied or moved from one 
location in a file to another, or 
from one file to another file 
and from one applications file 
to another applications data 
file. 

Once we have learnt the 
clipboard commands they are 
basic to all platforms and 
operating systems. 

 

Another universal feature of 
modern computer systems 
with GUI is the ability to 
‘drag & drop’.  

This feature allows the user to 
drag icons (pointers) from one 
place in the hierarchal file 
structure and ‘drop’ it into a 
new position.  

Some OS and applications 
take this drag a drop control 
to an extra level.  

The users may use the mouse 
or keyboard to ‘highlight’ 
data within a file and then 
‘drag & drop’ the highlighted 
data to a new place in the 
same file or even on to the 
desktop as a new file entity or 
even to ‘drop’ it into another 
file. 

 

 

The Graphical User Interface 
(GUI) was developed in 1981 
for the Star workstation, 
officially known as the 8010 
Star Information System. 

GUI interfaces rely on 
‘windows’ as containers for 
the way the user views their 
work.  

These windows all have some 
common control features they 
can be minimized, maximized 
for size and closed when not 
required any more.  

Remember they are only 
views they are not your actual 
stored files or work.  

 

 

Section 4 continued:  

Reflection: 

GUI 
Navigating 

Curser can be moved by mouse or 
keyboards√ 

Direction keys are ways to select 
menu functions√ 

Mouse can be used to select menu 
items√ 

Short cut keys can speed up users 
access to menus√ 

More Desktops 
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Of course the next step is to 
know the basics of managing 
several windows open at any 
one time.  

In the beginning users had to 
‘switch’ between open 
windows so the one they 
wanted was ‘to the front’ on 
the desktop.  

This is still the case 
sometimes, although more 
sophisticated commands have 
been added to most systems 
to automatically size and 
arrange open windows in a 
tile effect so users can click in 
the window of choice.  

Other windows management 
techniques on some systems 
allow function keys to act as 
window switching commands 
and still other systems allow 
for multiple ‘desktops’ and 
desktop switching.  

This feature allows the user to 
have some windows and 
applications open on the first 
desktop and switch to another 
desktop (or space) and start 
opening windows and 
applications in that new 
desktop. 

 Switching between 
desktops/spaces is achieved 
with the press of a key 
command or the action of the 
mouse pointer. 

 

During the use of any 
computer there are 
sometime’s circumstances 
which force us to navigate our 
system with just a keyboard 
instead of the familiar mouse 
pointer.  

Knowing the keyboard 
commands to navigate to a 
menu and select an item from 
the menu may mean the 
difference between 
successfully saving your work 
and getting some work 
printed in time for an 
important meeting.  

On most computers the ‘Alt’ 
or ‘Option’ key will select a 
menu, then the ‘Arrow’ 
direction keys can be used to 
select an item.  

The ‘Tab’ key is used to ‘step’ 
from one highlighted 
dialogue choice to another 
choice.  

The ‘Enter’ or ‘Return’ key is 
the select (yes) button in most 
of these situations. 

Section 4 continued: 

Reflection: 

Macintosh Spaces 

Special Keys 
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Note:  

Memorizing procedures is all 
that is required here.  

Almost no computer 
knowledge is needed if 
learning to use specific 
programs is the only goal. 

If we want to understand 
what happens when faced 
with new computer 
challenges, then knowing the 
basics will give us a good 
foundation to build on. 

 

Section 4 continued: 

Reflection: 

Inside the Hard 
Drive 

Navigation Keys 
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Literacy PowerPoint 

Cisco IT Essentials V4 

Buying Advice Handout 

Clipboard Handout 

Navigation Handout. 

Literacy Exam 
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Opotiki 

Written by Peter Lynn Shields 

During this course we have 
attempted to learn the very 
basics of being computer literate. 

By now you would have gained 
the knowledge that will enhance 
your ability to use a computer 
with confidence and tackle new 
applications. 

When problems arise you will be 
able to solve a lot of them by 
applying the knowledge and 
techniques from this course. 

Every computer user has times 
when they reach the limits of 
their understanding and ability 

to solve a problem, so don’t 
worry if you have to ask for 
help. 

Because you have achieved a 
level of literacy with computing 
you will be able to explain your 
problem better. 

Remember to play with 
programs and be pushing the 
boundaries all the time. By 
playing and being curious you 
will be surprised how much 
more you can teach yourself. 

Ka kite. 

Summary 

Kaua e rangiruatia te ha 
o te hoe; e kore to tatou 

waka e u ki uta 


