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File systems in computers define how files and folders are created, organized, and removed. Built into 
every computer is an application for navigating these file systems. On Windows computers, this is called 
the “File Explorer,” while Apple computers refer to theirs as the “Finder.” Both allow you to open, sort, 
and create files on your computer. 
 
Windows 
Opening File Explorer (Windows 10) 
The File Explorer on Windows computers can be accessed in a few different ways. 
 
Method 1: The Taskbar 
The taskbar is a bar on the screen that contains apps and system information, such as the time and 
volume. You can easily identify it by the Windows logo present on it. The taskbar can usually be 
found on the bottom of the screen, but some computers may configure their taskbars to be on the side 
or require the mouse to hover near an edge of the screen for it to appear. 
 
To open File Explorer through the taskbar, simply click on the folder icon: 
 
If File Explorer isn’t on your taskbar and you’d like it to be, use Method 2: Search to locate the 
application, and instead of opening File Explorer, right-click “File Explorer” and select “Pin to taskbar.” 

 
Method 2: Search 
Searching on Windows can be performed through two different methods: 

1. Press the Windows icon on the taskbar or the keyboard to make the Start menu appear, then 
simply type while in this menu. 

2. Click the “Type here to search” bar within the taskbar and type your search term. 
 
To find and use File Explorer, simply type “File Explorer” using the search method of your choice. The 
first result should be the File Explorer application; click it or press Enter to open it. 

The Taskbar File Explorer 
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Method 3: Opening a Folder 
By default, Windows opens folders using the File Explorer application. To open a folder, double-click it. 
 
Navigating File Explorer (Windows 10) 
File Explorer is used to navigate your computer’s file system to find files and folders you’ve created and 
saved. You can think of File Explorer like an internet search browser, containing back and forward 
buttons, an address bar to access specific locations, and a search bar to find files, among other features. 
 
For tips on saving and naming your files, see our Save and Save As handout. 

 
Selecting a Layout 
While inside a folder, you can change your layout by clicking on the View tab and using the layout 
section. Several of these layouts are defined by different sizes of icons; you can also choose a details 
view that presents you with information about each file. 

 
Navigating Backwards and Forwards 
As you navigate inside various folders and folders within folders, you might want to return to a folder 
that you visited previously. To quickly navigate to a previous folder, check the address bar on the top of 
the screen and, if the folder’s name is present, click it. 
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If previous folders in the address bar are hidden, you can click the << symbol on the left to view them. 

 
Alternatively, instead of clicking a folder’s name in the address bar, you can 
click the up-arrow to the left of the address bar to jump back one folder. 
 
If you need to return to the last folder you were looking at, click the back 
arrow in the top-left of the window. Click the forward arrow to return to 
folders you were looking at before hitting the back arrow. 
 
You can also jump to previously-viewed folders using the drop-down 
menu indicated by a down-arrow next to the back/forward arrows. 
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Sorting Folders and Files 
You can sort your files in a variety of ways to help you find the files you need. First, click the View tab in 
the top menu. Within the View menu, click “Sort by;” a drop-down menu will show you the types of 
sorting you can perform. By default, Windows sorts files alphabetically by name. However, you can sort 
by other criteria such as the date the file was last modified, file size, or file type (for example, Word 
documents and PowerPoint presentations). Toward the bottom of this menu is the selection for sorting 
by ascending or descending order (for example, while sorting by name, ascending order will list folders 
and files from A-Z, while descending will list them from Z-A). 

 
Searching Within Folders 
In the top-right corner of the File Explorer application is a search bar for finding the names of specific 
files and folders. Keep in mind that this will only search within the current folder being viewed rather 
than in the entire system. Once it finds possible matches for your file or folder, it will list what it found. 
 
Searching the Entire Computer 
To search for a file within your entire system, click the Windows icon on the taskbar and type the name 
of the file you’re looking for in the search bar. You can pick your file from the results. 
 
The Quick Access Menu 
The Quick Access menu is a handy way to access your pinned and most recently visited folders. Pinned 
folders are marked with a pin and always appear in the Quick Access menu. Pinning folders you use 
frequently will allow you to quickly and easily access them. To pin a folder to the Quick Access menu, 
simply right-click the folder you’d like to pin and click “Pin to Quick Access.” 

 
See the end of this handout for how to delete files. 
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Mac 
Opening the Finder (macOS Monterey) 
The Finder application can be accessed in a couple different ways. 
 
Method 1: The Dock 
The dock is a bar at the bottom of your screen that contains your applications. On the 
dock, find and click the blue and gray icon with a smiling face. 
 
Method 2: Search 

1. In the top-right corner of your screen, find and click on the magnifying glass icon 
2. In the search tool, type in the word “Finder” and click on the first result 

 
Alternatively, you can also access the search tool by using the keyboard shortcut Cmd + Spacebar. 
 
Navigating the Finder (macOS Monterey) 
Selecting a Layout 
You can change the layout of your finder window by clicking the 
layout icon(s) in the upper-middle of the window. Depending on 
the size of the window, the layout options will be presented either as a drop-
down menu or as four different icons, each representing a different view. For the menu, 
click the icon and choose your preferred layout listed in the menu; for icons, simply 
click one of the icons. Files can be presented as columns, icons, galleries, or lists. 
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Sorting Folders and Files 
On macOS you can sort your folders and files by a number of categories, such as date or name. 

1. Click on the sorting icon in the top-right corner of the finder app 
2. In the drop-down menu that appears, pick how you want to sort your files/folders 

Search 
When searching for files in the macOS finder, you can either search the entire computer or one folder. 

1. Open the Finder menu 
a. To search one folder for a file, click on the folder in which you would like to search 

2. Click the magnifying glass in the top-right corner 
3. Enter your search term 

a. To search one folder for a file, in the 
search bar, select the name of your 
folder, which should be next to the 
words “This Mac” 

b. To go back to searching your entire 
computer, click “This Mac”  

 
Deleting Files (Windows and Mac) 
Windows and macOS both have Recycling/Trash bins where files are placed once they are deleted. If the 
Recycling/Trash bin has not been emptied, you can either recover your previously removed file(s) or 
permanently delete the file(s). 

• By default, Windows’ Recycling Bin must be emptied manually. You can 
empty the recycle bin by opening it, right-clicking any place that isn’t 
occupied by a file, and clicking “Empty Recycle Bin.” 

• macOS automatically deletes files in the Trash bin after 30 days—however, 
this setting can be turned off: 

1. Open the Finder, then click “Finder” in the top menu 
2. From the drop-down menu that opens, select “Preferences” 
3. In the window that opens, click the “Advanced” tab 
4. Uncheck the box labeled “Remove items from the Trash after 30 days” 

 
Both macOS and Windows have similar ways of removing files: 

a. On the desktop or dock, locate the Recycle/Trash bin icon. Click and drag 
the file you wish to delete on top of the Recycle/Trash bin icon to delete it. 

b. Right-click the file you’d like to delete and select “Delete” on Windows or 
“Move to Trash” on macOS. 

 
Always double-check what you’re deleting to ensure you do not delete critical or important files. 


