Excel Tips and Tricks

Presented by Jan Altman

Selecting and Moving Around

1) Selecting a large block of existing data by dragging requires way too much mouse dexterity. Instead, use Ctrl/* to automatically select the current region.

2) If you need a large region that isn't defined by a block of data, the above tip won't work. Try this alternative instead:

· Position the cursor in one corner of the block to be selected.

· Choose Edit/Goto (or press F5), and enter the reference of the opposite corner.

· Hold down Shift while you click OK or press Enter. The selection is extended from one corner to the other.

3) Once you've selected a large area, you can visit all four corners by pressing Ctrl/<period>.

4) If you've been jumping around with the Edit/Go To box, you can easily return to your previous location (even on another worksheet).

· Press F5.

· Your previous location is displayed in the Reference field. Click OK to return there.

Entering Data

5) Type Ctrl/<semicolon> to insert the current date, and Ctrl/<colon> to insert the current time. (These are input as text, not functions, and won't update.)

6) The less you move your hands, the faster (and more efficient) you are. With Excel, you can enter as much data as you like without your fingers ever leaving the typing position.

· Select all the cells in which you plan to enter data. Make a multiple selection, if necessary.

· Enter data into the first cell. Press Enter (or Tab) when you're done. The cursor jumps to the next cell in the selection.

· Repeat this until you've entered all the data. Your fingers never leave the typing position.

Note: Don't click on the spreadsheet or press an arrow key, or you'll lose the selection! To navigate without disturbing the selected area, use the following:

Enter
down
Tab
right
Shift/Enter
up
Shift/Tab
left

7) Need to fill a whole bunch of cells with the same thing (such as a formula)? Why mess with copying and pasting when you can do it all in one step!

· Before entering any data, select all the cells. Make a multiple selection if necessary.

· Type the data, and press Ctrl/Enter (not Enter) to fill the entire selection.

8) Nails too long? Fingers too tired? Give them a rest! Excel always tries to complete text entries for you, and save you some typing.

When typing into a column with other existing data, there are two ways that Excel can save you some work.

The first way involves typing only a few characters.

· Begin typing the entry. As soon as Excel recognizes a unique entry in that column, it fills in the rest.

· Press Enter to accept the entry (or just continue typing if you want something else).

The second way involves typing no characters!

· Click in a blank cell directly above or below other text entries.

· Press Alt/<down arrow> to display a list of choices.

· Either click an item in the list, or arrow to it and press Enter.

9) If several worksheets in your workbook have exactly the same layout, you can edit them all at once.

Click on the sheet tab for the first one. Hold down the Ctrl key and click on the sheet tabs for the others. The selected sheet tabs become white, and the active sheet tab is bold. The title bar shows that you're now in group mode.


Bonus: To select all the sheets in the workbook, right-click on any sheet tab and choose Select All Sheets.

· Make edits on the active sheet. All the sheets are affected.

Important! When you are done making changes, don't forget to exit group mode. Right-click the active sheet tab and select Ungroup Sheets.

Note: To copy an existing cell to all other worksheets in the group, select the cell and go to Edit/Fill/Across Worksheets.


Bonus: Groups are handy for print previewing more than one worksheet at a time.

Formatting

10) Pound signs in a cell where a number is supposed to be means that the column isn't wide enough. Instead of trying to guess yourself, let Excel find the most appropriate width (called "best fit") for a column, based on its widest cell.

· Position the mouse pointer on the right boundary in the heading of the column to be changed. (For example, to find the best fit for column D, point to the boundary line between column headings D and E.) The mouse pointer changes to a dark cross with arrows.

· Double-click. Excel widens the column to fit the longest cell.

11) Why not do several columns at once?

· Select the entire columns to be adjusted by dragging over the column headings.

· Double-click any right column boundary to calculate each one's particular best fit. Or, drag a boundary to make them all the same width.

12) Make text, such as a heading, wrap inside the boundaries of a cell.

· Select the cell and choose Format/Cells/Alignment.

Turn on Wrap Text and click OK. The text wraps inside the cell according to the column width. The row height adjusts to accommodate multiple lines.


Bonus: To force a line-break within a cell, use Alt/Enter.

Note: When the column width is changed, a wrapped cell rewrites automatically. But the row height does not adjust. You can fix this by double-clicking the bottom row boundary to restore the best fit.

13) A column of different amounts of money doesn't necessarily mean jagged dollar signs on the left. It's only a matter of knowing the right number format to use.

· Select the column of numbers to format.

· Choose Format/Cells/Number.

· Choose the Accounting category, and select the number of decimal places you want.

· Click OK. The dollar signs are aligned on the left-hand side of each cell.

14) Number formats can be used to suppress a number's display (handy for zero values). You can do this by taking advantage of custom number formats.

· Select the cells to be formatted.

· Choose Format/Cells/Number.

· Choose the Custom category at the bottom.

· If there is an existing format in the Type field, add a semicolon to the end of it to suppress zero values.

If the Type field says "General," replace it with #;#; (pound-semicolon-pound-semicolon).


Bonus: To hide a cell's value completely from view, assign a custom number format of three semi-colons (;;;).

Note: Number formats affect a cell's display only. Its underlying value is still used in formulas, and still shows in the formula bar.

Working With Formulas

15) Just need a quick sum of some cells? Forget about typing in a formula! This tip is easier and much neater:

· Select two or more cells that you'd like to total. Use a multiple selection if necessary.

Look in the status bar at the bottom of the screen. A sum is sitting there for you!


Bonus: If you'd like to find the average, count, maximum, or minimum of the selected range instead of its sum, right-click the area in the status bar and make another choice.

16) The Range Finder gives visual cues as you work with a formula. It displays all cells and ranges in the formula bar in different colors, and uses matching color borders applied to the cells and ranges on the sheet.

You can use the Range Finder to easily change a formula.

· Click on the formula and press F2. The formula bar becomes active, and the Range Finder shows you all local references.

· Drag the color-coded borders to change the references. To include more or fewer cells in a reference, use the drag handle in the lower-right corner of the border. To change the reference to a different range, drag the border itself.

17) If you have a table with row and/or column headings, these heading names can come in very handy in formulas. Let's say that you have the column names JAN, FEB, and MAR, and the row names NORTH and SOUTH. Here are some formulas you can use:

=SUM(FEB)
sum the whole column
=SUM(NORTH)
sum the whole row
=FEB SOUTH
find the value at that intersection

18) Take advantage of the program's built-in error checking when using functions!

· When creating formulas, always type function names in lower case. Excel checks every name you enter. If it recognizes a function name, it automatically converts it to upper case.

· If you see the #NAME? error message in a cell, check the formula bar for any uncapitalized (and hence unrecognized) names.

19) Many formulas may become confusing. But it's simple to see how they interrelate.

Double-click a SUM (or any function) to select the cells it's referring to.


Bonus: If you double-click a reference to an external workbook that is not currently open, Excel will open it!

Note: If this does not work, go to Tools/Options/Edit, and uncheck Edit directly in cell. Also, this will not work if the cell containing the function has a comment attached.

20) Here's an alternative to the above tip. (A good work-around if you like to leave Edit directly in cell turned on!)

· To highlight all the cells referred to by a formula, select the formula and press Ctrl/{

· To highlight all the cells that are referring to a cell, select the cell and press Ctrl/{

21) Debugging is laborious when you can only see one formula at a time. Why not look at them all at once?

· Press Ctrl/` (backquote) to toggle display between values and formulas.

22) To debug long formulas in the formula bar, either of the following will help you track down errors:

· Move the cursor past a parenthesis. The pair temporarily becomes bold, and can you easily find its mate.

· Select a portion of the formula and calculate it by pressing F9. Its result appears in the formula bar. (After viewing it, make sure to press Esc to restore the formula.)

Charting

23) Create a multiple-line chart title by pressing Alt/Enter to force a new line.

24) Absolutely any chart element can be formatted by double-clicking it. Try double-clicking on different items to see your options.

Note: The left side of the formula bar always tells you which element you're selecting.

25) Use the Chart Range Finder to change your source data. When a chart is selected, the source data on the spreadsheet is surrounded by colored borders. Simply drag the borders to change the data being plotted in the chart.

26) Add new data by simply dragging from the worksheet and dropping onto the chart.

27) You can format a single data point separately from the other points in its series.

· Do a single click on a data series, and then do a single click on a point in that series. (Make sure to do it slowly enough so it's not a double-click.) Handles appear around the data point.

· Either right-click it, or choose Format/Selected Data Point.

A Secret Command…

28) You can close all open workbooks with one secret command.

· Hold down Shift and click the File menu. The Close command turns to Close All. (You'll be asked to save any unsaved changes.)
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