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The Desktop  

The Desktop in Windows Vista is very similar to that of previous versions of Windows. There are two 
areas of interest that are new on the Vista desktop: the Start Menu, and the Sidebar.  

 

Start Menu  

The streamlined Start Menu contains several new features. 
Similar in appearance to that of Windows XP, the Start Menu 
still has space for shortcuts on the left side, and system 
shortcuts on the right. As in Windows XP, you can customize 
the Start Menu by right-clicking inside the Start Menu area, 
and selecting Properties.  
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Programs  

In the old Start Menu, if you clicked the Programs 
Menu, you would get a cascading, massive tree of 
menu items that could cover your screen. The Vista 
Programs Menu opens only in the left pane, and 
uses a scroll bar. 
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 Search Bar  

Below the All Programs menu, 
there is a Search Bar. This Search 
can be used to find a program that 
is installed on your computer. For 
example, starting a search for Paint 
produces the list shown in this 
image. Note that the search results 
start appearing even though the 
entire word "Paint" hasn't been 
completely typed in. This is FAST 
searching, and can be very handy.  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

Shutdown Options  

Shutting down, restarting, or logging off your computer has also changed. These buttons are located in 
the lower right-hand corner of the Start Menu. 

 

The first button, which looks like a power button, is just that. The 
function of this button is customizable (see below), but it defaults to 
put the computer in Sleep mode.  
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The button with the lock image will lock the computer, so you can 
leave and your computer will be secure. 

  

  

  

The third button is an arrow that points to the right, which 
indicates several options which are available. The figure to 
the left shows what functions can be used here. 

 

 

 

 

 

Changing the Start Menu Power Button function  

The power button on the Start Menu defaults to put the computer to 
sleep. This mode "shuts down" the computer, but places Windows in 
memory, allowing you to save energy, and get back to work later when 
you "restart" the computer. 

You may have used this Power Button to try to shut down, and noted 
that your computer didn't turn off. This setting should fix that.  

You can decide how you want this button to work. I have set mine to fully shut down the computer. Note 
that if you select this option, the computer will shut down without any confirmation. 
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To change the function of this button: 

1. Go to Start>Control Panel>Hardware and Sound.  

 

 2. Select Power Options.  
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3. You will see several choices labeled Preferred Plans. These are all preset and suggested power 
options that can be selected. The Balanced plan is the default. Select Change Plan Settings to continue. 

  

  

4. Select Change Advanced Power Settings.  
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 5. Look for the choice called Power Buttons and Lid. Click the plus sign, then the plus sign for Start Menu 
Power Button. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

6. Click the setting under Start Menu 
Power Button (the default is probably 
"Sleep"). The setting will change to a 
drop-down list. Select the action you 
want the button to take. In my case, I've 
selected Shut Down.  

  

7. Click Apply, then OK. You can then 
close out of Control Panel if you are 
finished.  
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Note the other options you can choose in these windows. One of my biggest annoyances is walking away 
from my computer, and coming back to a blank screen minutes later. This is caused by the Power 
settings for the monitor. This is another setting I have always changed in Windows. You'll notice in the 
image back in Step 4 on this page that I have set the monitor to turn off after 5 hours. As I've always said 
throughout this site, get inside some of these settings and experiment. 

 

 The Sidebar  

The Sidebar is a feature that sits on the desktop, and can be located to either 
side of your monitor. You can also set it to stay on the Desktop only, or appear 
above all windows. 

The Sidebar contains what Microsoft calls ñGadgetsò. This idea has been 
around for a while on Macs and through third-party developers under the name 
ñWidgetsò. These are mini-programs that sit on your desktop and perform a 
specific function. Of course there is a clock; you can have news and weather, a 
calendar, your list of contacts, information about how hard your computer is 
working, a slide show of your photos, and many other items. 

Several of these gadgets are already part of Vista, Microsoft has others online, 
and there will be many more made available by outside developers. 

¶ To delete gadgets, mouse over the one you want to delete, and click 
on the X that appears. The gadget will close. 

¶ To rearrange the gadgets you want, mouse over the one you want to 
move, and look for the small grid of dots. Click and drag to the desired 
location. You can even drag a Gadget to the desktop. 

¶ To get more gadgets, click the + sign at the top of the Sidebar. This 
will take you to the Gadgets control Panel in Windows. You can 
choose Gadgets here, or look for the link in the lower right-hand corner 
that says Get More Gadgets Online. This will take you to Microsoftôs 
Gadget website, where many, many gadgets have been posted and 
are available for download. 
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Aero Glass  

Aero Glass is the ñlookò of Windows Vista. The windows can be somewhat 
translucent and have a glass-like effect. 

You may hear or see concerns about whether computers will have the video power to display Aero Glass 
in all its glory. Generally speaking, unless you have a very old computer, you will likely be able to enjoy 
how Vista is supposed to look.  

You can customize how you want your interface to look by changing the color, transparency, and 
saturation. 

 

This panel is available by going to Control Panel>Personalization>Window Color and Appearance, or by 
right-clicking the desktop and selecting Personalization, then Window Color and Appearance. 

 

Window Navigation Features  

As you probably know, open program windows are shown in the Taskbar, usually at the bottom of your 
screen. In Vista, finding the window that you want has been enhanced. 

Live Thumbnails  

Windows Vista now contains a feature called Live Thumbnails. Though it sounds like itôs in need of a 
manicure, what this really does is provide a live image of an open program that shows up in the Taskbar. 
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To view these live thumbnails, you simply put your mouse over the taskbar item that you want to see. 

  

Windows Flip  

Windows Flip improves on the Alt+Tab keystroke that quickly allows you to move from one open window 
to another. 

 

Now when you press Alt+Tab, live thumbnails of the open windows appear, making it a little easier to 
choose which window you want to access. You simply hold Alt while repeatedly pressing Tab until your 
chosen window is highlighted. When you release the keys, that window will open. 
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Windows Flip 3D  

Letôs take this process one step 
further. For sheer coolness, we 
have Windows Flip 3D, which 
works just like Windows Flip, but 
with a different key combination. 
When you press the Windows+Tab 
keys, you get a floating 3-D 
representation of your open 
windows, stacked on one another. 
To select the window you want to 
view, hold the Windows key 
while repeatedly pressing Tab 
until your chosen window is 
highlighted. When you release the 
keys, that window will open.
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Windows Explorer Features  

Explorer windows in Vista have been greatly overhauled in an attempt to make it easier to work with your 
files. Explorer windows are the 
windows in which you view any 
folders and files that are on your 
computer. This is not to be 
confused with Internet Explorer. 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

Address Bar  

The Address Bar in an Explorer window contains the path for the files at which youôre looking. 

 

. 



 
 
 
 

14 
 

Note the small arrows next to each 
location. These will allow you to 
navigate to other folders quickly. 
For example, in the figure here, 
you see the drop-down for the F: 
drive named Data. You can click 
any of those locations, like My 
Music, and you will go to the My 
Music folder, which in this case is 
located on the F: drive 

  

 

 

Search Bar 

The Search function, which we have already seen is a major part of all of Vista, is located in the upper 
right-hand corner of an Explorer window. 

 

When you enter a search term in an Explorer window, 
Vista optimizes the Search results in the context of the 
Explorer window you are in. In other words, if you are in 
a folder with photos, your search results will primarily 
point to those related to images. You will, however, be 
able to expand your search options to broaden the 
results. 

  

Command Bar 

The Command Bar contains commonly used functions that you would perform with the items that are in 
that folder. In other words, if you are working with photos, the Command Bar contains typical tasks for 
use with photos, like in the figure below. 

Common tasks in the Command Bar are Organize and Views. Organize gives you options for sorting the 
files as they are displayed. Views has a slider allowing you to select the size of the icons, making picture 

icons easier to see.  
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 Navigation Pane  
 

The Navigation Pane is displayed on the left side of the Explorer 
window. The default view shows ñFavorite Linksò, which are 
common locations for files and folders. You can add and delete 
folders to this list, which will show up in every Explorer window.  

Hereôs how to add a folder to this ñFavorite Linksò list: 

¶ Right-click in the Navigation pane and select Open 
Favorite Links Folder.  

¶ Right-click on the right side where the list of shortcuts 
appears, and select New, and then either Folder or Shortcut.  

¶ If you are linking to an existing folder, select Shortcut. If 
creating a shortcut, you will be presented with an option to browse 
to that folder. Do so, then click Next.  

¶ Create a name for the shortcut, and it will show up in the 
list of Favorite Links. 

 

Note that at the bottom of the Navigation pane, there is an up-arrow choice that says "Folders". You can 
select this to get a folder view of your computer, instead of just the links in the default view. 

  

Live Icons 

Weôve already seen a little bit of what Live 
Icons are; they are representations of files, 
some of which are thumbnails, rather than 
simply icons. Not all files will be represented 
as images of the actual files, but many are. 
As you can see, folders show their contents, 
and if they are images, you can see the 
actual images in the folders.  
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 Preview Pane 

The Preview Pane, shown at the 
bottom of the Explorer window, 
displays information about a 
selected file, without having to 
right-click the file and select 
Properties. 
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