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Using Windows Explorer and Folders 
In Windows, the Explorer window is the main tool for finding, viewing, and managing information and 

resources: documents, photos, programs, devices, and Internet content. The new Windows Vista Explorer 

empowers you to manage your information with greater ease, speed, and flexibility.  

Working with files and folders 

What are files and folders? 
A file is very much like a typed document that you might find on someone's desk or in a filing cabinet; it's an 

item that contains a collection of related information. On a computer, examples of files include text documents, 

spreadsheets, digital pictures, and even songs. Every picture you take with a digital camera, for example, is a 

separate file, and a music CD might contain a dozen individual song files. 

Your computer represents files with icons. By looking at a file's icon, you can tell at a glance what kind of file it 

is. Here are some common file icons: 

 
You can tell what kind of file an icon represents by its appearance 

A folder is little more than a container in which you can store files. If you put thousands of paper files on 

someone's desk, it would be virtually impossible to find any particular one when you needed it. That's why 

people often store paper files in folders inside a filing cabinet. Arranging files into logical groups makes it easy 

to locate any particular file. 

Folders on your computer work exactly the same way. This is what a typical folder icon looks like:  

 
An empty folder (left); a folder containing files (right) 
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Not only do folders hold files, but they also can hold other folders. A folder within a folder is usually called a 

subfolder. You can create any number of subfolders, and each can hold any number of files and additional 

subfolders. 

Understanding the parts of a folder 
In the new Explorer, the menus, toolbars, Navigation Pane, Task Pane, and Preview Pane have all merged into a 

single intuitive interface that's consistent across all of Windows Vista. 

When you open a folder on the desktop, a folder window appears. In addition to showing the contents of the 

folder, a folder window has a variety of parts that are designed to help you navigate around Windows or work 

with files and folders more easily. Here is a typical folder and each of its parts:  

 

The Documents folder 



Windows Explorer and Folders Handout Page 3 http://ict.maxwell.syr.edu/vista/  

 
Folder part What it's useful for 

1. Navigation pane 

Like the Address bar, the Navigation pane lets you change the view to other 

folders. The Favorite links section makes it easy to change to a common folder or 

start a search that you previously saved. If you often go to the same folder, you can 

drag that folder to the Navigation pane to make it one of your own favorite links. 

2. Forward and Back buttons 

Use the Back and Forward buttons to navigate to other folders you have already 

opened without closing the current window. These buttons work in conjunction 

with the Address bar; after you use the Address bar to change folders, for example, 

you can use the Back button to return to the original folder. 

3. Toolbar a/k/a 

Command Bar 

The toolbar allows you to perform common tasks, such as changing the 

appearance of your files and folders, copying files to a CD, or starting a digital 

picture slide show. The toolbar's buttons change to show only the commands that 

are useful. For example, if you click a picture file, the toolbar shows different 

buttons than it would if you clicked a music file. 

4. Address bar 
Use the Address bar to navigate to a different folder without closing the current 

folder window.  

5. Column headings 
Use the column headings to change how the files in the file list are organized. You 

can sort, group, or stack the files in the current view. 

6. File list 
This is where the contents of the current folder are displayed. If you typed in the 

Search box to find a file, only the files that match your search will appear. 

7. The Search box 

Type a word or phrase in the Search box to look for a file or subfolder stored in the 

current folder. The search begins as soon as you begin typing, so as you type B, 

for example, all the files that start with the letter B will appear in the folder's file 

list. 
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Folder part What it's useful for 

8. Details pane 

The Details pane shows the most common properties associated with the selected 

file. File properties are information about a file, such as the author, the date you 

last changed the file, and any descriptive tags you might have added to the file.  

Preview pane 

Use the Preview pane to see the contents of many kinds of files. If you select an 

e-mail message, text file, or picture, for example, you can see its contents without 

opening it in a program. The Preview pane is not displayed by default in most 

folders. 

 
To see it, click the Organize button on the toolbar, click Layout, and then click 

Preview pane. 
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Where have the menus gone? 

The menu bars that appear throughout Windows XP are usually hidden by default in Windows Vista. You might 

not need Windows XP–style menus, however, since nearly every menu command is available in Windows Vista 

as either a toolbar button or right-click option. If you don’t see the option you want on the toolbar, try right-

clicking to see additional options. 

To temporarily turn the menu bar on or off in any program or window, press the ALT key. To permanently 

show the menu bar, click Organize on the toolbar, point to Layout, and then click Menu Bar. 

Viewing your files in a folder 

When you open a folder and see your files, you might prefer larger (or smaller) icons, or an arrangement that 

lets you see different kinds of information about each file. To make these kinds of changes, use the Views 

button in the toolbar. 

Each time you click the Views button, the folder window changes the way it displays your file and folder icons, 

alternating between large icons, a smaller icon view called Tiles, and a view called Details that shows several 

columns of information about the file.  

If you click the arrow next to the Views button, you have even more choices. Drag the slider up or down to fine-

tune the size of the file and folder icons. You can see the icons change size as you move the slider. 

 
The Views options 
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Working with the Navigation pane 
The Navigation pane is the area on the left side of a folder window. It displays an expandable list of folders that 

are contained within the current folder, as well as favorite links and saved searches. Using the Navigation pane, 

you can navigate directly to the folder that contains the files you are interested in. You can also open a search 

that you've saved.  

 
The Navigation pane. 

Your saved searches are available from the Navigation pane. 
 

The Folders list in the Navigation pane. 

 

Navigation Pane and Search Folders 
The Navigation Pane has been redesigned to make it simpler to navigate across your PC and quickly find what 

you're looking for. The default view is a series of quick links to your documents, pictures, and music. 

Additionally, clicking a Searches link displays all of the Search Folders on your PC. 

A traditional folder and its contents have specific addresses on the hard disk drive. In contrast, a Search Folder 

is really a saved search that executes the moment you click it. Search Folders can automatically organize your 

files logically, without moving the files themselves. If you regularly look for a certain group of files and end up 

performing the same search over and over again to find them, you might find it useful to save your search 

results. When you save a search, you don't have to manually rebuild the same view of your files every time; you 

only need to open that search, and Windows will perform a rapid search and display only the most current files 

that match the original search you performed. This makes it easy for you to view your files in many different 

ways without having to worry about where your files are actually stored. If you prefer the traditional, folder-

based or tree-based view in the Navigation Pane, just select the folder control at the bottom of the pane. 
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 To open a folder 
¶ To open a folder that appears in the Favorite Links section of the Navigation pane (such as Documents), 

click the folder. 

¶ To open a folder that does not appear in Favorite Links, open the Folders list by clicking Folders at the 

bottom of the Navigation pane, and then click the folder you want. To close the Folders list, click 

Folders again.  If you are prompted for an administrator password or confirmation, type the password or 

provide confirmation.  

To save your search results 
1. Find your files. 

2. Once the search is completed, on the toolbar, click Save Search. 

3. In the File name box, type a name for the search, and then click Save. 

To open a saved search 
¶ In the Navigation pane, click Searches, and then double-click the saved search that you want to open. 

Tips: If you create a search that you use frequently, consider adding it to the Favorite links section in the 

Navigation pane. To do this, in the Navigation pane, click Searches, and then drag the saved search to the 

position in the Navigation pane where you want it to appear. 

 To customize the Navigation pane 
You can customize the Navigation pane in the following ways: 

¶ To move a link in the Navigation pane higher or lower, drag it to the position where you want it to be. 

¶ To add a folder or a saved search to the Navigation pane, drag it from its original folder to the position 

on the Navigation pane where you want it to appear. You can also drag folders from the Folders list at 

the bottom of the Navigation pane to the Favorite Links section at the top of the Navigation pane. This is 

a convenient way to quickly access folders and searches you use often. 

¶ To rename a folder or a saved search in the Navigation pane, right-click the folder or search, and then 

click Rename. Type the new name, and then press ENTER. The original folder or search will not be 

renamed; only the link in the Navigation pane will be renamed. 

¶ To remove an item from the Navigation pane, right-click the item, and then click Remove Link. The 

original folder or search will not be deleted; only the link in the Navigation pane will be removed. 

¶ To restore the default Favorite Links to the Navigation pane, right-click a blank area of the Navigation 

pane, and then click Restore Default Favorite Links.  
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Navigate using the Address bar 

The Address bar appears at the top of every folder and displays your current location as a series of links 

separated by arrows. Using the Address bar, you can see your current location on the computer or on a network. 

You can change your location by either typing or clicking a new location within the Address bar. 

 
The Address bar 

 
The Address bar displaying a list of locations 

 To click a new location 
¶ To go directly to a location that's already visible in the Address bar, click the location in the Address 

bar. 

– or – 

¶ To go to the subfolder of a location that's visible in the Address bar, click the arrow to the right of the 

location in the Address bar, and then click the new location in the list. 

 To type a new location 
1. Click a blank space in the Address bar anywhere to the right of the text that displays the current location. 

The Address bar changes to display the folder path to the current location. 

2. Do one of the following: 

o For most locations, type the complete folder name or path to the new location (such as 

C:\Users\Public), and then press ENTER. 

o For common locations, type the name (such as Documents), and then press ENTER. Here is a list 

of common locations you can type directly into the Address bar:  

Á Computer 

Á Contacts 

Á Control Panel 

Á Documents 

Á Favorites 

Á Games 

Á Music 

Á Pictures 

Á Recycle Bin 

Á Videos 

Tips 
¶ You can click the Forward and Back buttons to the left of the Address bar to navigate through locations 

you have already visited, just as if you were surfing the Internet. 

¶ You can surf the Internet by typing a web address (URL) into the Address bar, which causes the folder 

window to switch to Internet Explorer. 



Windows Explorer and Folders Handout Page 9 http://ict.maxwell.syr.edu/vista/  

Finding your files 
There are so many ways to find your files on your computer that you might not know where to start. Most of the 

time, you will probably start by using the search tools that are available within any folder. 

Windows provides several ways to find files and folders. There is no one best way to search; you can use 

different methods for different situations. 

To find a file or folder when you know where to start looking 
You're often likely to be looking for a file that you know is stored somewhere in a particular folder, such as 

Documents or Pictures. Unfortunately, actually locating the file you want might mean browsing through 

hundreds of files and subfolders. To save time and effort, use the Search box. 

 
The Search box 

The Search box is located at the top of every folder (as well as at the bottom of the Start menu). To find a file, 

open the folder that contains the file you are looking for, click the Search box, and start typing. The Search box 

filters the current view based on the text that you type. Files are displayed as search results if your search term 

matches the file's name, tags, or other file properties. Text documents are displayed if the search term occurs in 

any of the text inside the document. It looks in the current folder as well as all subfolders. 

If you have no idea where to look for a file, you can expand your search to include the entire computer, not just 

a single folder. 

To search for a file or folder using the Search box: 
¶ Type a word or part of a word into the Search box. 

As you type in the Search box, the contents of the folder will be filtered to reflect each successive character 

you type. When you see the file you want, you can stop typing. You don't need to press ENTER, since 

searching happens automatically. 

For example, suppose you start with a folder that 

looks like this: 

 

Folder contents before typing in the Search box 

 

Now suppose that you're looking for your invoice files, so 

you type "invoice" in the Search box. As you type, the 

view is automatically filtered and you see something like 

this: 

 
Folder contents after typing "invoice" in the Search box 
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Use file list headings 

By clicking the headings that appear above the file list in a folder, you can change how files are displayed. 

Viewing files in this way can help you find files that share something in common. 

To filter your files 

When you filter the contents of a folder by file properties (like file name, date, author, or tag), only files with 

those properties are displayed. For example, if you only want to see files written by a particular author, filter by 

that person's name.  

1. Open the folder that contains the files you want to filter. 

2. Click the arrow to the right of the heading that you want to filter by. 

3. Click the property that you want to filter by. If you want to filter by two or more properties, select the 

check box for each property that you want to filter by. 

 

The Authors heading displaying the properties that are available to filter by, with one property selected 

To stack your files 

When you stack files, all of the files in the view are arranged into piles, called stacks. If you stack by Author, 

for example, you'll see one stack for each author. If you want to see just the files written by a particular author, 

open the desired stack. 

1. Open the folder that contains the files you want to stack. 

The files can also be located in subfolders inside this folder 

2. Click the arrow to the right of the heading that you want to stack by. 

3. Click Stack by to arrange the contents of the folder into stacks that correspond to the heading. 

4. To see the files that are contained in an individual stack, double-click the stack. 

 

These files are stacked by file type 
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To group your files 

Unlike a stack, which hides the files it contains behind an icon, a group displays a sequential list of all of the 

grouped files. When you group your files by Author, for example, you'll see several groups, each one displaying 

all the files written by a particular author. 

1. Open the folder that contains the files you want to group. 

2. Click the arrow to the right of the heading that you want to group by. 

3. Click Group to arrange the contents of the folder into groups that correspond to the heading. 

 

Command Bar 
In each Explorer, the new Command Bar displays tasks that are appropriate to the files being shown. For 

example, the Documents Explorer contains Command Bar tasks that you might need for documents, while the 

Pictures Explorer contains tasks appropriate to digital images. Unlike the Explorers in Windows XP and earlier, 

the Command Bar and the Navigation Pane in Windows Vista are available simultaneously, so tasks on the 

Command Bar are always available—you don't need to toggle between the Navigation Pane and the Command 

Bar to take action on your files. 

 
Relevant tasks are always available in command bars. 

 


