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A FREE ALTERNATIVE TO 

MICROSOFT OFFICE 
 

Does anyone remember VisiCalc?  
Lotus 1-2-3.  FirstChoice?  rBase? 
These are only a few of the many 
spreadsheets, word processors and 
databases that were available in  the 
last millennium (remember the 20th 
Century?).  Microsoft Office has 
pretty much taken over the word 
processor/spreadsheet/database 
market.  There are still excellent 
alternatives out there, but most people 
tend to stay with Office.  Some people 
use Office because of compatibility 
with other users – files can be easily 
shared without conversions.  Others 
use Office because they don’t know 
there are alternatives.  Even the 
excellent WordPerfect program now 
saves and reads files in .doc format, 
for compatibility with Word. 
 
MS Word 2003 is pricey (around $200 
retail) and the Standard Edition of MS 
Office even pricier (around $400).  
But do you really need to pay this 
much to get the job done?  If you 
don’t have Office on your computer, 
or if your copy is several years old, I 
recommend that you go to 
www.openoffice.org and download 
the free OpenOffice suite.  Despite its 
low cost (well, no cost actually) 
OpenOffice is a very good alternative 
to MS Office.  The recently released 
version 1.0 of OpenOffice includes 
equivalents of Word, Excel, and 
PowerPoint, as well as database and 
math applications.  It has all of the 
features of these MS Office programs 
that most people use, and even some 
that are not in Office.  Of course, there 
are also some Office features that it 
does not have – but these are mostly 

for power-users rather than the 
average person.  Overall, I think you 
will be very pleasantly surprised with 
OpenOffice. 
 
What is the lineage of OpenOffice?  
OpenOffice.org is sponsored by Sun 
Microsystems, a major player in the 
computer industry.  Sun publishes 
StarOffice, a competitor to MS Office, 
for use on the Linux, Unix, and Solaris 
operating systems.  OpenOffice is 
essentially StarOffice modified for use 
with the Windows operating system.  
 
If you are currently using any version 
of Microsoft Office, please note that 
OpenOffice will automatically set 
itself as the default application for 
files with Microsoft Office filename 
extensions (.doc, .xls, etc.).  If you’re 
currently using Microsoft Office and 
just want to try OpenOffice, you 
should change the default applications 
for these file types back to Office 
Applications (Word and Excel) – I’ll 
now explain how. 
 
For this example, we will assume that 
you have downloaded and installed 
OpenOffice on your computer to see 
how it works, but want to continue 
using Microsoft Office to open 
documents and spreadsheets you have 
created.  Therefore, the following 
instructions will change files with the 
.XLS extension from OpenOffice back 
to Excel as the default application. 
 
� Double-click on My Computer 
� Click Tools on the menubar 
� Click Folder Options from the 

drop-down menu 
� Click the File Types tab. 
� Scroll down until you find the 

XLS extension and single-click 
on that item to highlight it. 

� Click the Change button. 
� Scroll down until you find 

Microsoft Excel, and single-click 
on that item to highlight it. 

� Make sure that there is a check in 
the box that reads “Always use 
the selected program to open this 
kind of file”. 

� Click the OK button. 
� You will be returned to the Folder 

Options window; click the OK 
button in this window. 

� Now repeat this process to change 
DOC files back to Microsoft 
Word as their default application. 

 

 
MAKE YOUR MONITOR 
MORE READABLE 

 
If you have a high-resolution monitor, 
such as an LCD flat-panel, the 
displays are wonderful, but the text is 
so small that it can be difficult to read.  
You can increase the size of the font 
that is used for menus, icons, and 
other Windows-controlled displays.  
This will make menu text more 
readable without lowering the quality 
of the display.  Here’s how to do it. 
 
� Display the desktop.  Remember 

that <Windows Key + M> is a 
keyboard shortcut that will 
minimize all programs being 
displayed, so that only the 
desktop is on the screen. 

� Right-click on any clear area of 
the desktop.  A small menu will 
be displayed. 

� Click on properties on the menu.  
The Display properties window 
will be displayed. 

� Click on the Appearance tab. 
� In the Font size field, click on the 

button to the right of the field and 
select either Large Fonts or Extra 
Large Fonts. 

� Click on the OK button. 
 
The fonts under the icons on the 
desktop should now be larger and 
more readable than before.  Now start 
up a program, any program, perhaps 
your browser, or Outlook.  You will 
see that the fonts on the menubar at 
the top of the screen are also larger 
and more readable. 



 
 

COMPUTER MAGAZINES 

 
With a variety of computer magazines 
to choose from, how do you choose 
one to read?  Two magazines that I 
can recommend, focusing on general 
PC (i.e. Windows) computer matters, 
are PC Magazine and PC World.  
Although there is some crossover, PC 
Magazine is generally more focused 
on hardware while PC World seems to 
have more pieces on how to use your 
computer. 
 
It’s not a clear-cut distinction.  For 
example, both magazines have 
reviews and tests on anti-spyware 
programs. 
 
There are also specialized magazines 
focusing on topics such as computer 
games. 
 

 
WHAT TIME IS IT? 

 
Did you know that Windows XP 
automatically synchronizes the 
computer’s time with a web time 
server, keeping your computer’s time 
correct to the second… or at least it is 
supposed to do that.  Unfortunately, 
my experience has been that it does 
not always do so.  Here’s how to 
check to see if your computer has the 
correct time. 
 
� Double-click on the time display 

on the taskbar (bottom right 
corner of your desktop display)  

� Make sure that “Automatically 
synchronize with an Internet time 
server is checked. 

� Click the Time Zone tab and 
make sure your computer is set to 
the Pacific Time zone, and that 
“Automatically adjust clock for 
daylight saving time” is checked.  

� Click the Internet Time tab. 
� The center line should read “The 

time has been successfully 
synchronized…” and the date 
should be no more than a week 
earlier.  If the last synchronization 
is more than a week ago, click on 
the Server field’s down arrow 
and select a different time server.  
I generally prefer to use 
time.nist.gov 

 

If you have a version of Windows 

other than XP you can use a third-
party application to synchronize your 
computer’s time with the Atomic 
Click.  One nice shareware program is 
AtomTime, which you can download 
from www.atomtime.com.  
 

 
ALWAYS KEEP ORIGINAL CDs! 
 
One of the most frustrating problems 
that I encounter is when clients cannot 
find installation CDs.  These are 
extremely important to retain.  Let’s 
discuss why. 
 
The most common reason I encounter 
is that “I wasn’t given a Windows CD 
with the computer.”   If you buy a new 
or used computer with Windows XP 
installed, insist on the Windows XP 

installation CD as a condition of 

purchase.  If you don’t get one at the 
time of purchase, then you will 
eventually have to purchase a copy of 
Windows XP, should your Windows 
XP require repair, reinstallation, or 
even updating of drivers.  If the CD 
will be unopened and shrink-wrapped, 
and that’s OK – it just means that 
Windows was installed on the 
computer at the factory.   
 
Whether a new or used computer, 
insist on the Windows CD. If you are 
not given a copy of the Windows XP 
installation CD when you purchase a 
new computer, the copy of Windows 
on your computer may be illegal.  
Microsoft uses activation codes to 
assure that only one user at a time can 
install that copy.   
 
If your Windows software ever needs 
to be repaired or reinstalled, a 
Windows XP CD will be required.   
 
Similarly, if you ever need to repair or 
reinstall a program, including software 
drivers for hardware such as network, 
sound or video cards, the installation 
CD will make everything easier.  You 
can often download hardware-specific 
software and/or drivers from the 
manufacturer’s website, but not 
always.  Bottom Line – keep all CDs 
for programs on a computer in a 
container labeled to identify it for that 
computer. 

 

MAKING BACKUPS 
 
Windows XP's Backup utility does not 
allow you to directly backup your 
important files to a CD or DVD, but 
there is a way around this.  
Essentially, you set XP Backup to 
backup to a file and save the backup 
file in the CD Burning spool folder. 
You can then burn the backup to your 
recordable optical media. Here's how: 
 
� Click START 

o Click ALL PROGRAMS 
o Click ACCESSORIES 
o Click SYSTEM TOOLS 
o Click BACKUP.  This will to 
start the XP Backup program. 

� Select the Backup tab and choose 
the files that you want to back up. 

� Choose File from the Backup 
Destination list that drops down. 

� In the Backup Media or File 
Name text box, type the following 
path: 
C:\Documents and Settings\<user 
name>\Local Settings\Application 
Data\Microsoft\CD 
Burning\Backup.bkf where <user 
name> is the name of your user 
profile folder and Backup.bkf is 
the name of the backup file. 

� When the backup starts, you'll see 
a balloon appear in the 
notification area that alerts you 
that you have files waiting to be 
written to the CD. When the 
backup is complete, click the 
balloon to open Windows 
Explorer; then click the Write 
These Files To CD command in 
the CD Writing Tasks section of 
the task pane. 

 
The only drawback to this technique is 
that you need to ensure that your 
backup file will fit on one CD. 
 

 
This newsletter is a service to clients of Coastal 
Computer Care.  Please remember us when you 
need professional computer support or tutoring.  
If you are not currently a client but wish to 
receive this free newsletter, send me a request 
via email and I’ll be happy add you to the 
distribution list 
 
Disclaimer:  Coastal Computer Care presents 
information in this newsletter as a courtesy.  
The recommendations are made in good faith 
and are believed to be reliable and safe; 
however, CCC cannot foresee every possibility 
and assumes no responsibility for any problems 
that may be encountered as a consequence of 
these recommendations.   


