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    Important Notice

    This book is educational and is not accounting, tax, legal, or financial advice. Spreadsheet software changes its menus, ribbons, and features through regular updates, so the steps here describe the interface as of this writing and may differ on your screen, in older versions, on a Mac, or in a web or mobile app; when a step does not match, check the current help pages from the software maker. Which functions are available depends on your version, and the book flags the newer ones. The sample data, people, and businesses are invented. Always keep a backup copy of important files before you sort, delete, or clean data, and check results that affect money, payroll, grades, or compliance before you rely on them.

  Start Here: How This Book Works

Someone leans over your desk and says, "Oh, we keep all of that in a spreadsheet." You open the file. Rows and columns stretch off in every direction, some cells hold numbers, some hold words, and a few hold things that look like code. Your cursor blinks in a box that is somehow supposed to mean something. If your stomach just dropped a little, you are in the right place.

Nobody is born knowing how a spreadsheet fits together. Most people are handed one on their first day, at a new job, in a class, or when a household budget finally outgrows the back of an envelope, and are expected to work it out alone. This book is the patient colleague who sits down next to you and shows you, one small step at a time.

Who this book is for

This book is written for two kinds of reader. The first has never really used a spreadsheet and needs to start from the very first click. The second knows the basics: you can type numbers into boxes, add up a column, and make a heading bold. But you freeze when someone says "formula," "lookup," "pivot table," or "why is that cell full of hash signs."

You can be any age, and you can be using the software at work, at school, or at the kitchen table. You do not need to be good at math. If you can add, subtract, multiply and divide with a calculator, you have all the arithmetic you need. The software does the arithmetic; your job is to tell it clearly what you want.

What you will be able to do

By the end of the fourteen chapters you will be able to build a clean sheet that formulas can work with, write formulas and copy them without breaking them, and use 50 of the most useful functions. A function is a ready-made tool inside the software that does one job, such as adding a list of numbers or finding a price in a table.

You will also organize a list with tables, sorting and filtering; make cells change color on their own when something needs attention; build charts that do not mislead; summarize thousands of rows with a pivot table; clean up messy data you were sent; print and share a file; and read the error messages that used to look like insults. You will not be a spreadsheet wizard, and this book does not promise a job or a promotion. It promises that a blank grid will stop being frightening.

How to use this book

The book works only if your hands are on a keyboard. Reading about a spreadsheet is like reading about swimming. So follow this routine in every chapter:

	Open a blank workbook in a second window before you start reading.
	Type every example yourself, exactly as shown. Typing feels slow, but it is how your fingers learn where things live.
	When a chapter says something confusing, change one number and watch what happens. Breaking a practice file is the fastest teacher there is.
	Do the practice exercises at the end of the chapter before you look at the answers. Each exercise has a small table of sample data to type in.
	Check your work against the Answers section. If your result differs, compare your formula character by character before you assume the book is wrong. A missing comma or a stray space is the usual culprit.


You can read the chapters in order, and for a beginner that is the best plan, because each one leans on the one before it. If you already know the basics, skim Chapters 1 and 2 and start with Chapter 3. At the back you will find an appendix called the Quick Reference: a table of all 50 functions, keyboard shortcuts, an error-message cheat table, a short list of beginner questions, and a glossary. It is meant to be used on its own once you have finished, or at any time you need a fast reminder.

The four practice files

Every chapter teaches with realistic data, so you will build and reuse four small practice files. They are all invented, and so are every person and business named in them. Any resemblance to a real household, company or person is a coincidence. Later chapters refer to them by name only, so this is the one place they are introduced.

	The Maple Street household budget. A family's spending by category (rent, groceries, utilities and so on) for each month, in whole dollars. You will use it for totals, averages, comparisons and charts.
	The Bluebird Supply sales list. A small company's list of orders with seven columns: Date, Region, Rep, Product, Units, Unit Price and Total. The four regions are North, South, East and West. It is the main data set for conditional sums, lookups, tables and pivot tables.
	The Cedar Cafe work schedule. A weekly staff schedule with five columns: Staff, Day, Start, End and Hours. You will use it for counting shifts, working with times and spotting double-bookings.
	The Pantry Shelf inventory. A stock list of five columns: Item Code, Item, Quantity, Reorder Level and Unit Cost. You will use it to flag items that need reordering and to look up items by code.


You do not need to build these files all at once. Each chapter tells you what to type, and the columns keep the same names from chapter to chapter, so if you save your files with sensible names, you can pick them up again later.

The 50-function map

Chapters 3 to 8 teach exactly 50 functions, grouped by the job they do, not alphabetically. Learning them by job is how people actually use them: you think "I need a total" or "I need to find a price," not "I need something that begins with S."

	Chapter	The job	Functions
	3	Everyday math	12
	4	Making decisions	7
	5	Totals and counts that follow rules	6
	6	Finding things	5
	7	Text and cleaning	10
	8	Dates and times	10



Each function is taught fully in its own chapter and only there. When another chapter needs it, you will get a short reminder and a pointer back. Chapters 9 to 14 cover the features that turn a list into a working tool: tables, sorting and filtering, conditional formatting, charts, pivot tables, printing and sharing, and fixing errors.

Conventions used throughout

Formulas appear inside the text in a distinct style, such as `=SUM(B2:B6)`, so you can see exactly what to type. A formula always starts with an equals sign. Menu steps are written the way you would say them to someone across the desk: the Ribbon tab, then the group, then the button. The Ribbon is the wide strip of buttons across the top of the window, organized into tabs such as Home, Insert and Data. So "Home, then Number, then Percent Style" means click the Home tab, find the group of buttons labeled Number, and click the percent button.

Every chapter from 1 to 14 ends with two sections. Practice exercises gives you numbered tasks with sample data, and Answers gives you the exact formula or click path and the result you should see. Each chapter also has exactly one highlighted note, a tip or a version warning that is worth stopping for.

There are no screenshots in this book. Screens change with every update, and a picture of last year's Ribbon would only confuse you. Instead, the steps name the tab, group and button, and you will find them by their labels. If a button has moved on your screen, the Help search box near the top of the window will find any command when you type its name.

Which version this book assumes

This book assumes a current Microsoft 365 subscription or a recent perpetual version of Excel, as of this writing. Spreadsheet software is updated regularly, so a button may have moved, been renamed or gained a new option since this was written. Where a step or function depends on a newer version, the chapter says so and gives you the older way of doing the same thing.

To find out which version you have on Windows, click File, then Account, and read the product information on the right. On a Mac, open the Excel menu at the top of the screen and choose About Excel. If you use the browser-based web app or a phone app, most of the basics work the same way, but a few features are missing or sit in different places. When something differs on a Mac or in an older version, the book gives you the difference in one line.

Before you start, create a folder called Practice and save a copy of every file you build there. When a chapter says "save a backup," this is where it goes.

The one safety habit

There is only one habit this book insists on, and you only need to hear it once here: before you sort, delete, clean or rearrange anything you care about, save a backup copy first. In practice that means File, then Save As, with a new file name such as "Budget backup." It takes ten seconds and it turns "I ruined it" into "I tried something." Chapter 13 explains the habit in full. Everything else in this book is safe to try, and the undo button is always waiting.

A two-week study routine

You do not need a free weekend. Twenty to forty minutes a day is plenty, and short sessions stick better than one long one. Here is a plan you can bend to your own life.

	Days 1 and 2. Read Chapter 1 and build the Maple Street household budget grid. Do the exercises.
	Days 3 and 4. Chapter 2. Practice copying formulas until the dollar signs make sense.
	Days 5 and 6. Chapter 3, with a short rest between the first six functions and the last six.
	Days 7 and 8. Chapters 4 and 5, one per day. These are the chapters that make a spreadsheet feel smart.
	Days 9 and 10. Chapter 6, then a day off from new material to redo the exercises you got wrong.
	Days 11 and 12. Chapters 7 and 8, which finish the 50 functions.
	Days 13 and 14. Skim Chapters 9 to 14 so you know what exists, then pick one real task from your own life and try it.


If you fall behind, nothing breaks. Pick up on the next day and carry on. And when you get stuck, which you will, remember that every expert you have ever watched was once staring at the same blank grid, wondering which box to click first.

Open a new workbook now, save it into your Practice folder, and turn the page to Chapter 1. Your first job is small: find out which box you are in.
Chapter 1: Workbooks, Cells, and Clean Data Entry

"Which box am I even typing in?" It is the first question every new user asks, usually silently, while hovering over a grid that all looks the same. The answer is simple once you know where to look, and knowing where to look is the first real skill in this whole book. Get this chapter right and every later chapter gets easier, because formulas can only work with data that has been entered cleanly.

The parts of the screen

A workbook is the whole file you save, the thing with the name on it. Inside a workbook you have one or more worksheets, the individual pages of the grid. Their names appear as tabs along the bottom of the window, and the small plus button beside them adds a new one. Double-click a tab to rename it, which is worth doing, because "Sheet1" tells you nothing and "Budget" tells you plenty.

Each worksheet is a grid. Down the left side the rows are numbered 1, 2, 3 and so on. Across the top the columns are lettered A, B, C. The box where a row and a column cross is a cell, and every cell has an address made from its column letter and its row number. The cell in column B, row 3 is B3. Say the letter first, then the number, every time.

The cell with the thick outline is the active cell, the one that receives whatever you type. Three other parts of the screen tell you what is going on:

	The Name Box sits at the left end of the bar above the grid and shows the address of the active cell. You can also type an address into it, such as F20, and press Enter to jump there.
	The formula bar sits to the right of the Name Box and shows what is actually inside the active cell. This matters later, because a cell can show one thing and hold another.
	The status bar runs along the very bottom of the window. When you select several numbers it shows quick figures such as their sum and average, as long as that option is switched on (right-click the status bar to choose what it shows).


Moving around and selecting

The arrow keys move the active cell one step at a time. That gets tedious in a long list, so learn these jumps:

	Ctrl+Arrow (Windows) jumps to the edge of the block of data you are standing in. On a Mac the equivalent is Command+Arrow.
	Ctrl+Home jumps to cell A1, the top left of the sheet. Ctrl+End jumps to the last cell that has anything in it. On many Mac laptops you need to hold the Fn key as well; check the Mac shortcut list in Help if it does not respond.
	Ctrl+Space selects the whole column you are in and Shift+Space selects the whole row. On a Mac the same combinations use the Control key and the spacebar.
	Ctrl+A selects the entire sheet. On a Mac use Command+A.


To select a range, a rectangle of cells, click the first cell and drag, or click the first cell and hold Shift while you click the last. A range is written with a colon between its first and last cell, so B2:F7 means everything from B2 down and across to F7. You will type ranges like that in nearly every formula in this book.

Entering and editing

Click a cell, type, and press Enter. The active cell moves down. Press Tab instead and it moves right, which is handy when filling in a row. Press Esc to cancel an entry before you confirm it.

The software reads what you type and decides what it is. Words are text, aligned to the left by default. Numbers are numbers, aligned to the right. Something like 3/14 or 14-Mar may be turned into a date, also aligned right. If a number you typed sits on the left side of its cell, it is probably stored as text, and that causes trouble you will meet in Chapters 3 and 7.

There is an important difference between replacing and editing. If you click a cell and simply start typing, you replace everything in it. To edit what is already there, double-click the cell or press F2, then move the cursor with the arrow keys. You can also click in the formula bar. When you are done, press Enter to keep the change


Saving and file types


Formatting: what you see versus what is there



	Column width. Drag the line between two column letters, or double-click that line to auto-fit the column to its longest entry.
	Number formats. Home, then Number, then the drop-down box (it usually says General). Choose Currency, Percentage, Short Date and so on. The buttons beside the drop-down apply currency, percent and comma styles with one click, and two small buttons add or remove decimal places.
	Alignment. Home, then Alignment, for left, center, right, and top or bottom. Wrap Text makes long entries fold onto several lines inside the cell instead of spilling over.
	Fonts and fills. Home, then Font, for bold, size, text color and the paint-bucket fill color.
	Borders. The border button in the Font group draws lines around selected cells.
	Freeze panes. View, then Window, then Freeze Panes. Choosing Freeze Top Row keeps the headings visible while you scroll down a long list.


Formatting never changes the value. If a cell shows 8 but the formula bar shows 7.6, the cell is only displaying a rounded version of the real number.


The worksheet layout rules


	One header row. Put a single row of column names at the top of your data, with one distinct name per column and no blank header cells.
	One fact per cell. Do not put "Maple Street, March" in one cell; use one column for the street and one for the month. If you may someday want to sort or count it separately, it deserves its own column.
	No blank rows or columns inside the data. A blank row tells many features that the list has ended.
	No merged cells inside data. Merging looks tidy in a title, but it breaks sorting, filtering and tables. If you need a centered heading, use Center Across Selection under Format Cells, Alignment, instead of merging.
	One kind of thing per column. A column of amounts should hold only amounts, not amounts mixed with notes like "paid late."
	Keep totals apart. Put totals on their own row or column well below or beside the list, not in the middle of it.


Build the Maple Street household budget





Practice exercises

	Open a new sheet and type the following in cells A1 to C3. Then say the address of the cell holding "Soap" and the address of the cell holding 4.



	In cell A1 type 0.075 and in A2 type 1200. Format A1 as a percentage with one decimal place and A2 as currency with no decimals. Then click each cell and read the formula bar. What does the formula bar show for each?



	In A1 type Monday and use the fill handle to produce a week down column A. In B1 type 10 and in B2 type 20, then select both cells and drag the fill handle down seven rows. What series does column B show?



	The sample list below breaks the layout rules in two places. Name each break and rewrite the list so it follows the rules.



	Using the Maple Street budget you built, freeze the top row, then jump to the end of the data with Ctrl+End. Which cell does it land on? Then jump back to A1, and click the Name Box, type D4, and press Enter. What value is in the cell you reach?


Answers

	"Soap" is in A3 (row 1 holds the headings, so Rice is in row 2 and Soap in row 3, in column A), and the 4 is in C3.
	A1 shows 7.5% but the formula bar shows 0.075. A2 shows $1,200 but the formula bar shows 1200. Formatting changed the look, not the value.
	Column A runs Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday, Sunday and so on. Column B runs 10, 20, 30, 40, 50, 60, 70, 80, 90, because the software continues the step between the two numbers you selected.
	Break one: two facts (region and rep) share one cell, under one combined header. Break two: a blank row sits inside the data. Rewrite it with three headers, Region, Rep, Units, and rows North, Priya, 40 and South, Marcus, 35 with no blank row.
	Ctrl+End lands on F6, the last cell holding data. Column D is March and row 4 is Utilities, so D4 holds 150.
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