MORE ABOUT CHARACTERS

You might think that the characters you see on your screen- abcdefgh12345<>$#@! and so on - would be simple, elemental letters, numerals, punctuation marks, whatever. You’d be wrong. The character you see on your screen or printed on a sheet of paper is but an illusion, a pretty face pasted onto a raw-ugly number. 

Ultimately, everything in the computer biz is a number, and your fancy fonts are no exception. Word documents, Excel spreadsheets, PowerPoint slides, and even Outlook messages are only numbers - ones and zeroes by the thousands, by the millions, and everything else is interpretation. 

So it shouldn't surprise you too much to learn that every character in your document or spreadsheet is, at heart, an ugly, boring number. Many a weird phenomenon in the Office milieu can only be explained when you get down to those disgusting numbers. 

NEVER LEAVE THE HANDS 

Here's a simple example. Start with a new Word document - a clean sheet of paper - and type in a right bracket, like this: 

] 

You might think that you just put a right bracket onto your clean sheet of paper, but that's just an illusion. In reality, you stuck a number into your document. Don't believe it? Select that right bracket and change it to the Wingdings font, by using the font drop-down box in the upper left corner of your screen. See? The character itself didn't change, but its appearance sure did. It went from a right bracket to a wheel of dharma. What happened? 

The ] character you saw on your screen is really character number 93. As character number 93, it doesn't have an appearance until a font is applied to it. Character number 93 in Times New Roman is a ] right bracket, but character number 93 in Wingdings is a wheel of dharma. 

Did you ever see the TV series "The Prisoner"? Same problem. It isn't enough to simply be a number; the number must wear a mask, acquire a font, before it takes on meaning. 

For example, in Times New Roman (and most fonts, for that matter), the letter "a" is character number 97; the "b" is number 98, the "A" is number 65, the "B" is number 66. An em-dash is character number 151. And on and on. 

Be ever mindful that behind those characters lurk numbers, and those numbers can wear different masks - bear different appearances -- depending on which font is in effect. 

CHARACTER FORMATTING Character formatting is pretty straightforward, although there are many options. In general, you select the text you want to change, then click Format/Font or right-click and choose Font. 

Word, Excel and PowerPoint all have different formatting options - for example, PowerPoint will let you specify the amount of space superscript characters rise above the baseline (expressed as a percent), whereas Excel gives you an all-or-nothing "superscript" choice, and Word lets you pick your spacing, but only in points. Word has the largest variety of choices, so let's work with it. 

In Word's world, characters (actually, in a very real sense, character numbers) have: 

- A font (actually a typeface, but I'm being picky) 

- A point size 

- A treatment, such as bold or italic. The Format/Font dialog box calls it a Font Style, no doubt to confuse the holy jeewillickers out of everybody - this choice has nothing to do with "Styles" in the usual Word sense of the term 

- Underlining 

- A full assortment of colors 

- Strikethrough (where there's a horizontal line placed through the middle of the character) 

- Superscript and subscript, both of which reduce the size of the character by about four points, then move it about 3 points above the baseline (for superscript) or 2 points below the baseline (for subscript) 

- SMALL CAPS, which for most fonts shows and prints lowercase characters into capitals about 2 points smaller than the current point size (for example, a lower case 10-point character appears as an uppercase 8-point character; uppercase characters are unaffected) 

- ALL CAPS, which shows and prints lowercase characters into capitals of the same size. 

- Highlight -- that yellow / green effect as if you've used a highlighting pen. It's treated quite specially by Word as is hinted by the fact that highlighting is only available on the Word 97 / 2000 toolbar and not in the Format | Font menu where you'd expect to also see it. 

"Hidden" is another type of character formatting, like bold or the point size. Hidden makes the chosen characters invisible. They only appear on-screen if you check the Show Hidden checkbox in the Tools/Options/View dialog box. They only print if you choose the Hidden Text checkbox in the Tools/Options/Print dialog box. 

SPACING Word also permits you to move the characters themselves around, in relation to other characters on a line. Unlike standard formatting, these options are not the least bit straightforward. To see the options that are available, click on Format, Font, then bring up the Character Spacing tab. 

The Position setting moves the selected characters above or below the baseline by whatever distance you choose. It is NOT the same as formatting a character "superscript" or "subscript" because it does not change the apparent point size of the characters. 

Kerning squishes together predefined pairs of letters - the distance between the A and the W in PAWN might be reduced, for example, to make it visually more appealing. The actual amount of squishing is preordained by the people who made the font. You can tell Word that you only want it to kern characters that are at a specific point size or larger. Why? Because kerning on small letters usually looks pretty bad, whereas kerning on big letters (say, 14 or 16 point and above) makes your document look much better. 

Spacing can be adjusted for any single character, no matter what the font. The Spacing setting in that dialog really should say "Tracking" (which is the correct technical term), or at least something like "Space After," because it lets you manually adjust the white space that's automatically inserted after a character. 

So kerning applies to pairs of letters, and tracking (er, spacing) only applies to the space after one specific letter. See the difference? 

