Files and Folders

A file is data that has been given a name and stored on disk. There are, in general, two types of files, program files and data files. Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel are program files. The documents and spreadsheets created by these programs are data files. A program file is executable because it contains instructions that tell the computer what to do. A data file is not executable and can be used only in conjunction with a specific program.


A file must have a name so that it can be identified. The file name can contain up to 255 characters and may include spaces and other punctuation. (This is very different from the rules which existed under MS-DOS that limited file names to eight characters followed by an optional three character extension.) Long file names permit descriptive entries such as, Term Paper for Western Civilization (as opposed to a more cryptic TPWCIV that would be required under MS-DOS).

 Files are stored in folders to better organize the hundreds (often thousands) of files on a hard disk. A Windows folder is similar in concept to a manila folder in a filing cabinet and contains one or more documents (files) that are somehow related to each other. An office worker stores his or her documents in manila folders. In Windows, you store your data files (documents) in electronic folders on disk.

