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Excel Quick Tips and Helpful Hints 
 

ÒHiddenÓ menu items driving you crazy?  (Those annoying menu items that only appear when you click the little 
double black arrow).  Easy to fix! Click TOOLS – CUSTOMIZE , check: 
 Always Show Full Menus (on some versions you UNCHECK “Use Personal Menus”) 
 Show Standard and Formatting Menus on Two Rows 
 
 There’s a “systemÓ to the menu?  Yes there really is, it’s the same system throughout Windows!: 

a) FILE - things affect the WHOLE document: open/close, print, page setup (margins)… 
b) EDIT – “editing” things: select, cut, copy, paste… 
c) VIEW – changes what you SEE: toolbars, zoom, rulers… 
d) INSERT – “inserts” things: comments, pictures, other files… 
e) FORMAT – changes the “look” of things: bold, centered, indent… 
f) TOOLS – helpful built-in time-savers and customization (options)… 
g) DATA – a special menu for handling lists of data, sorting, forms and more… 
h) HELP – does this really need an explanation? 

 
Toolbars and buttons:  toolbars are the “rows” of buttons (icons).  You probably only see one or two toolbars, 
right?  There are over 20 to chose from, and you even create your own!  Turn toolbars off/on by clicking VIEW – 
TOOLBARS. Try them! The PICTURE toolbar is for photos.  The DRAWING toolbar is for lines, circles and more. 
Buttons  are basically “short cuts” to tasks found elsewhere in the menu tree.  But, a button doesn’t give you 
options.  The PRINT button immediately prints, but if you click FILE – PRINT, you can set the number of copies, 
select a different printer, and more. 
 
Select & Move & Stretch! 

¥ A quick way to select a large area:  click in the cell that is in the “top left corner” of what you want to select 
then, hold down the SHIFT key and click the cell in the “bottom right corner” 

¥ To “move” one or more cells, first select, then place your pointer on one of the “edges” of the selection.  
The pointer will change to a “4-way arrow”.  Now click, hold, and drag to the new location. 

¥ To select an entire COLUMN, click on the column heading (A, B, C, etc.), for rows click 1,2,3, etc. 
¥ To select the ENTIRE sheet, click EDIT, SELECT ALL, or click the box just above the A1 heading. 
¥ To select cells that are not “touching”,  hold the CTRL key and click each cell, row, or column. 
¥ Stretch a single column by DOUBLE-CLICKING the column heading separator.  Select the whole sheet 

(CTRL A, or click the “square” to the left of the A column heading).  Next, double click on the separator between 
any two columns to stretch ALL columns! 

 
Often Missed Concepts Ð Parenthesis Matter!  Anything contained in () will be carried out first.  After that, Excel 
considers division or multiplication operations to be of equal importance, and carries out these operations in the 
order they occur left to right in the equation. 
 A B C D 
1 2 5 2  
2     

Example: =A1+B1+C1  equals 9 
  =A1+B1*C1  equals 12 

   =A1+(B1*C1)  equals 12 
   =(A1+B1)*C1  equals 14! 
 

¥ The  “AutoSum” button will automatically insert a “SUM” function for the nearest range of cells above or 
to the left of the selected cell.  If you want a different range of cells, just click AutoSum, then click and drag 
across the cells you want summed.  The “drop down arrow” next to the AutoSum button will let you pick other 
functions such as Average, Count, and more. 
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Copying Cells and Formulas 
In addition to the standard “EDIT-COPY-PASTE” you can use the ÒFill HandleÓ 

                       This tiny black box is the fill handle! 
Just select the cell (or cells), then click and hold the “fill handle”.  Drag down, left, or right to copy the contents.  It 
will copy formulas, but change them RELATIVE to where they are copied.   
 
Relative versus Absolute 

¥ When you copy formulas they “change” based on the “direction” copied.  This is a “relative” formula.  
Example:  if you “copy” the formula below from cell D1 into cell D2, it would become A2+B2+C2 

 A B C D 
1 2 5 2 =A1+B1+C1 
2 1 3 5  
 

¥ To make a formula (or part of one) “absolute” so it doesn’t change when copied, enter a $ right before the 
part (column or row) you want to remain “fixed”.   
Example:  =A$1+B$1+C$1 when copied, the Ò1ÕsÓ never change 
Example:  =$A1+$B1+$C1 when copied, the letters never change 
Example:  =$A$1+$B$1+$C$1 when copied, NOTHING changes! 

 
Formatt ing Tips 

¥ When the content of a cell is “too big” to fit, you’ll see ####### instead of the real content.  “Stretch” the 
width of the column to reveal the contents:  place your pointer BETWEEN two column headings – a “two-
way arrow” will appear – now click and drag right or left.  Tip:  double click when the “two-way arrow 
appears” to automatically stretch the column to fit the largest entry in it. 

¥ To change the way numbers appear, use one of the following buttons on your toolbar: 

 
 
Decrease number of decimal places 

            Increase number of decimal places 
  Format numbers to show a comma separator for thousands (ex 1,225,000) 
          Format numbers to show as a percentage (ex .25 becomes 25%) 
 Format numers to show as a currency 
 

The power of the ÒFill HandleÓ (aka Auto-Fill).        It does more than just copy 
formulas.  It can also do a little magic – it can automatically “type” for you if you give it a clue… 

¥ Months:  type the starting month, and then drag the Fill Handle left/right/up/down. 
¥ Quarters: (ie 1st quarter, 2nd quarter…) type 1st quarter and then drag the Fill  
¥ Any Pattern: (ie 5, 10, 15, 20…)  type 5 in one cell, 10 in the next.  Select BOTH then click/drag 

 
Sort ing Lists 

¥ Click any cell in the column you want to sort by - click  for ASCENDING or DESCENDING. 
CAUTION:  Do NOT select a column and then sort!  Why – you will ONLY sort that column!  Instead, just 
click anywhere in your list, then sort.  For more options, click DATA – SORT from the menu. 

  
Filter your lists to show only what you want 

¥ Click any cell in your list, then DATA – FILTER – AUTO FILTER.  Drop down arrows will appear next to each 
column header.  From the drop down list, you can select any combination of “filters” from each column.   

¥ “Top 10” automatically displays the top 10 items or percent.  “Custom” allows you to be more specific. 
¥ To show all again, click DATA – FILTER – SHOW ALL.   
¥ To turn off Auto Filter, click DATA – FILTER – AUTO FILTER again. 
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Automatic Subtotals create formulas in a snap! 
¥ First, sort your list so it is already in the order you need for subtotalling.   
¥ Click any cell in your list, and then DATA – SUBTOTALS.  Select “when” to subtotal by choosing 
¥ “At Each Change In…”  such as the Company Name. 
¥ Subtotals aren’t just for “summing!”  You can also choose Average, Count, and more. 
¥ In the “Add Subtotals To” list, check off every item you want subtotalled (or counted, averaged, etc.) 
¥ “Replace Existing Subtotals” will replace ALL subtotals currently displayed.  Un-checking this box will 

simply add MORE subtotals to the existing ones.   
¥ “Remove All” will remove ALL subtotals from the display. 
¥ Click on the “outline” symbols   to show/hide details, such as showing subtotals ONLY. 
¥ Combine AUTO FILTER with AUTO SUBTOTALS to get EXACTLY what you need!  Be sure to filter first! 

 
Dramatically speed data entry and finding data in long lists: Click any cell in your list, and then DATA – FORM 
 
Multi-sheet Formulas 

¥ Create your formula by “point and click”:   
Example:  for the formula Sheet 1 cell A5 divided by Sheet 2 cell B5, do the following: 
type =  click Sheet 1 cell A5   type *  click Sheet 2 cell B5 press ENTER 

¥ Enter the formula using multi-sheet syntax:  =sheet1!A5*sheet!B5 ENTER 
¥ For “named” sheets, put the name in quotes:  =”sales”!A5*”revenue”!B5 ENTER 
¥ For formulas that spread across more than one spreadsheet f ile, using the following syntax:   

=Ó[name of f ile.xls]name of sheet or Sheet1Ó!cellnumber 
=Ó[saleslist.xls]January SalesÓ!A5*B5   
 

Inserting Charts and Graphs 
¥ Step One:  select the range of cells to be charted 
¥ Step Two:  click INSERT – CHART:  follow the steps in the wizard 

o Select a chart type (pie chart, bar chart, column) 
o Verify the range of cells that contain your data 
o Optionally enter a title that will appear above the chart and “axis labels” 
o Select option to create the chart on a NEW SHEET on in the CURRENT SHEET 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


