Learn your software!


<introduction of the speaker>

I have the pleasure now of introducing the speaker who is talking on a subject he officially knows something about -- computers. Whereas trips to the Amazon, immigration policy, and learning languages are interesting hobbies, Graham Seibert spent a number of years as a computer consultant. Here, in his speech number nine, Graham advocates that you get to know that computer that you both love and hate.

<introduction>
Everyone in this room has a computer.  <wave a laptop.>  If you don't have one at home, you have one at school or work.  Wonderful!  It cost a lot of money – a month's wages.  It has changed your life.  You love it, you curse it, and you need it.  

You spent years in the University learning economics, so you can spend all day doing budgets and projections with Excel, and write what you think using Word.  But nobody taught you how to use Excel and Word.  It is stupid.

You taught yourself most of what you know about your computer.  And, you didn't learn nearly as much as you could have.  Bill Gates' theory is that software is intuitive; you learn it by using it.  The fact is that you don't.  I want to convince you to invest in learning your software.
<point 1> You really don't know your software.
You know how to do the trivial stuff, like posting on facebook or myspace, and sending and receiving e-mail.  You can find some stuff using Google.  You can change the wallpaper and play solitaire.

Fewer of you have figured out how to make telephone calls using Skype, how to add and use contacts in your mail system.  You have figured out how Google works; you are smart about how you make your queries so you get what you want.
Most of you learn either by figuring it out on your own or by asking friends.  I call this technique "folkloric knowledge." I taught Spanish speaking programmers in Argentina 20 some years ago. Because nobody read the reference books in English, they had to teach each other how to program. And they did a terrible job in comparison with American programmers who had been to school. It was Third World high tech. Pretty ugly.

Here are some simple, useful things most of you don't know how to do.

· How to print to a PDF file so you can e-mail any printout to anybody even if they don't have the software you are using.

· How to set up a page headings and footings in Word and Excel, so people know what they are reading.

· How to search for and replace text, and especially special characters.  How to search for and replace formatting: fonts, font size, underlining, bold, color, and other characteristics.

· How to work with tables in Microsoft Word.  
· How to put pictures and graphs into Word or PowerPoint.

· How to edit a document using Microsoft Word.  This is a matter of tracking changes to an original document, who made the changes, and what it looked like before and after.

· How to set all of those quirky little options, like the things that automatically change the first letter of a sentence to a capital, or automatically select an entire word when you're trying to cut and paste.

This stuff isn't hard, but it is a lot easier if you make a systematic effort at learning it.

<point 2> Why would I want to do that?
Why should you invest in learning your computer software, when there is so many other ways to use your time?  One reason is time itself.  According to AC Nielsen Company, the average American spends 68 hours per month on a PC.  That's 15% of our waking hours.  I am sure it is comparable for young professionals in Ukraine.

There is a ton of evidence that none of you have enough time in your lives, starting with missing toastmasters because you overslept. Imagine you were 10% more efficient than using a computer. You could have an extra day off every month! Or, being realistic, you could get more done and impress the boss.
Another reason for getting good with computers is the "geewhiz" factor. My Microsoft Word documents all look professional because I put use headers and footers, use good looking tables, and add graphs and pictures as appropriate. It gets attention.  My best trick is voice recognition software. I can write a letter about twice as fast as anybody else, and it is absolutely amazing to watch the text bounce up in a Word document as I speak it. 
I have my voice recognition software here with me if anybody would like a demonstration.  If you have half an hour, I will get you started using the software. Most of you speak English well enough for the computer to understand.
You can run business operations better if you know Excel. As treasurer, I have implemented double entry bookkeeping for Dnipro hills. I can not only tell you how much money we have, but where it came from and where it went, with an audit trail of paper documents. If anybody doubted the books, it would take only a matter of minutes to convince you that all our money is accounted for.

<.Point 3> What do I do about it?
There isn't any argument that economics, anthropology and accounting are best learned in a classroom.  You take lessons in Russian and Ukrainian even though you grow up speaking them.  In most parts of the world people go to school to learn the simplest of tasks, driving a car.  Why in the world don't you devote time to getting better at this activity that dominates your time, using a computer?

You have several alternatives.  
First, if you are really dedicated, you can observe topics you need to learn about, like how to make tables in Microsoft Word or how Windows manages the Cyrillic alphabet, and use Microsoft's help to figure it out. Good luck!

Secondly, you can go to Petrivka and buy books on any of these pieces of software. The books are not perfect, but any of them are much better than nothing. The books are usually logically organized, so you can develop your own overview of how a piece of software is put together.

Third, you can take classes. This makes the most efficient use of your time, and the money you pay guarantees you will stay awake in class. I only see advertisements for two schools, which translate as "21st-century perspectives" (Перспектива - XXI век) by Ploshad Perimogi and "Computers for all (comp4all.kiev.ua) by Kievska Rusanivska." Given the Ukrainian urge for self improvement, as evidenced by the number of English schools, I am amazed there are not more.

Lastly, we could do something within Toastmasters. If we did it in English it would kill two birds with one stone. You would get a chance to practice English in a sort of conversational environment while developing some useful knowledge.
<conclusion>

I urge you to get the most out of the time you spend with your computer. Invest a little time in learning so you can save a lot of time in doing.  And enjoy the free bonuses. Computer skills are very visible, and your boss and your colleagues will look up to you. And someday you may enjoy that rarest of treats, having your children come to you with questions about how technology works.
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