Working with Basic Controls in Microsoft EXCEL

©  Paul Seeburger  2001



email: pseeburger@monroecc.edu
If you are interested in creating the kind of dynamic demonstrations I have been working on, then here are a few tips to get you started.

First, there are two different sets of  “controls” in EXCEL.  One set is found on the Forms toolbar.  These are the easiest controls to work with, so I will focus on these here.  The second set of controls are found on the Control Toolbox toolbar.  These are a bit more powerful, allowing you to respond to more “events” in your Visual Basic code, but they are a bit more complicated for the same reason.

To get to the Forms toolbar from any workbook, put the mouse pointer on an empty part of any toolbar and click the right mouse button.  You will see a pop-up menu (as shown in the full screen below.)
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Select the Forms toolbar.  The following toolbar will be displayed.
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I won’t be able to explain all of these controls here, but I encourage you experiment with them.  The Button, the List Box, the Combo Box, the Check Box, and the Scroll Bar are all very useful and fairly easy to use, though the simplest to implement is the Button.  Two or more Option Buttons may be used together inside a Group Box to allow only one choice from two or more choices.
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Click on the button control.  Then place a button anywhere you want on the worksheet using the mouse.

A window will appear labeled Assign Macro.  Whenever the button is clicked, this is the macro procedure that will be executed.

A default name for a procedure is given.  You can enter an appropriate name if you like or take the default one.  Choose New in order to create this procedure.  This will take you into the Visual Basic Editor.

The Visual Basic Editor opens another window, so you can switch back and forth between them easily.  If you want to get into the Visual Basic Editor in the future without creating a control, you can also get there from the Tools option on the Menu at the top of the screen.  Choose Macro, and you will see the Visual Basic Editor option.

The Visual Basic Editor
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There are a lot of things you can learn about the Visual Basic Editor, but one of the most important is how to find help.  Choose the Help option on the top menu.  Select Contents and Index.  Here you will find much useful information if you want to learn to program in Visual Basic for Applications… or even just dabble in it.  The information I have found most helpful is in the Microsoft Excel Visual Basic Reference listed on the Contents tab of the first level of Help.  It will open a whole new Help file that focuses on the special objects and functions in Excel.

Now you may not have any idea what kind of commands you should type in for this macro.  One of the best ways to learn how to code what you want to do is to Record a Macro from Excel to do the kind of things you want to make your macro do.  This will give you a working macro to work from and edit.  The problem with a recorded macro is that it is often inefficient, and it is entirely sequential.  It lacks any kind of iteration or program control.  However you will find recording macros invaluable in learning how to program in Excel.  (Of course  the procedures I gave you in the Grapher programs may be instructive as well.  I have included some pretty useful commands.  To get help on a specific command in a macro you are editing, highlight the command, and then hit the F1 key.  This will open a help file on that command if one is available.)

Recording a Macro
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Return to the Microsoft Excel window.  On the Tools drop-down menu, select Macro.  From the new drop-down menu, select Record Macro.  This will display a dialogue box, giving you some options.  Take the defaults, if you like.  Then perform the actions “by hand” that you want to see how to program.  When you are finished doing the thing(s) you want for your macro, hit the square Stop button.  You may be able to create a macro this way that may do what you want without editing, but you will probably need to modify it at least a little to get it to do exactly what you desire.
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You can go into the Visual Basic Editor and find the new macro.  You will find it by looking at the Project Explorer on the left of the display.  It will be in the highest numbered Module available.  Double-click on this module and look for the name of your macro.  It should say your name (or Monroe Community College) and when you recorded it.  I’ll let you play with this more.  Now back  to the controls.

Formatting Controls

A Forms control can be edited by right-clicking on it.  (Left-clicking on it will activate the assigned macro.)  Once you have right-clicked the control, you can edit the text or move/resize the control by ignoring the pop-up menu and placing the mouse pointer on the text or on the edge of the control, respectively.  There is also an option to edit the text on the pop-up menu.

A button control does not have any special features to set in the Format Control dialogue, so let’s try another control.  All other controls do have some special features to set in this dialogue.
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From the Forms toolbar, choose a Combo Box.  (The function chooser on the Grapher programs is a Combo Box.)  When you place it on the worksheet, left-click and hold until you size it as a rectangle wider than it is tall.  This will show the text area as well as the drop-down arrow.  The Combo Box does not immediately prompt you for a macro.  You can set that later using the pop-up menu.  Let’s look at the formatting now.  Right-click the Combo Box control.  Select Format Control.

This dialogue box appears.  A similar dialogue box is associated with each control.  The Control tab (shown at the left) is the most important.  The Input range is asking where to find the list of items to display in its dropdown list.  Click the little red, white, and blue tab at the right of this textbox to go to the worksheet and select them by hand.  I usually put these lists somewhere to the right of the normal viewing window, where they are out of sight.  Select the number of cells you want in your list.  Later go back to Excel and fill in the information you want in these cells.  This list will then appear in your combo box when you click on the drop-down arrow.  (See my example in Grapher.  Right-click on my combo box to see my input range and then go view this range in Excel.)  The other important item on this dialogue tab is the Cell Link.  You will want to type a cell address here.  It will hold the number of the item selected in the list, from 1 to n, where there are n items in the list.  This number will help your assigned macro know what option is selected.  Once you assign a macro to this combo box, it will be executed as each time a new item on the list is selected.  Try choosing a cell for the cell link that is on the worksheet so you can see it change as you select different items on the list.

There is much more to learn about these controls, but this information should help get you started.  I would really appreciate your feedback.  If you found this handout helpful, please let me know.  My email address is at the top of the first page.
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