Windows XP, Windows Vista and Windows 7 
Microsoft, in their infinite wisdom, comes out with a new version of Windows about every three years.  This time frame differs depending on how successful and well-accepted the current version is.  They always claim that the newest version is more efficient and/or more user-friendly.  Although this is arguable, the one thing you can be sure of is that the newest version incorporates some changes from previous offerings.  These changes can sometimes be annoying or hard to get used to.  In any event, this write-up is meant to show some obvious differences between the latest three editions of Windows and perhaps help you avoid some unnecessary stress.  I will list an item or application and then explain what it looks like or where it is found in each version of the operating system.

Start Button

XP – defaults to the word “start” and appears in lower left hand corner of your screen by default

Vista – Still in lower corner, but now is just a circle with the Windows Logo on it.

Win7 – Logo circle in lower left, but tends to glow when you point at it.

Turn Off Computer
XP – Clearly marked as “Turn Off Computer” that appears after left clicking the Start Button

Vista – Still there after clicking the Start Button, but is now behind a right-pointing arrowhead

Win7 – Words “Shut Down” appear after clicking the start button.  Other options, such as restart, are found behind arrowhead.

Control Panel

Accessed by left clicking start button and then clicking on Control Panel in all versions.  Default appearance is called Category View.  Personally I think it is easier to work with in other views.
XP – Change from Category View to Classic View in upper left hand corner

Vista – Same as XP

Win7 – Classic view is now called “Large Icons” and is changed in upper right corner of control panel

Control Panel Entries

Many are the same across all versions.  Below are some notalbe exceptions:

To change screen setting, display settings and resolution, including screen saver and wall paper

XP – Display Icon


Vista – Personalize Icon


Win7 – Personalize Icon

To view printers:


XP – Printers and Faxes Icon


Vista – Printers Icon 


Win7 – Devices and Printers 

To uninstall programs:


XP – Add or Remove Programs


Vista – Programs and Features 


Win7 – Programs and Features

User Account Control (A very annoying addition to Win Vista and 7)

XP – Non existent in this Operation System


Vista – User Accounts… disable by removing check mark


Win7 – User Accounts… disable by lowering slider

Network Setup


XP – Convenient Network Setup Wizard


Vista – Network and Sharing Center that doesn’t hold your hand as much


Win7 – Same as Vista

Windows Explorer
XP – Right click Start and then left click Explore

Vista – Right click Start and left click Explore

Win7 – Right click Start and left click Open Windows Explorer (appearance of Explorer is a little different in Win7 as it gives you separate categories for Documents, Pictures, etc.  May take some getting used to)

Connecting to Wireless (usually with laptops)
XP – Has words “Connect To” in right column of start menu.  Point there and choose network

Vista – Also has words Connect To in start menu

Win7 – Connect To is missing.  Use icon of five bars (indicating signal strength) in System Tray (lower right corner).  Left Click on it and choose network.

Indication of Wireless Connection

XP – Icon in Tray of monitor with parentheses shows when connected

Vista – Icon in Tray with double screens has blue circle in front of it when connected

Win7 – Signal strength bars show white with nothing in front of it when connected

The above descriptions represent some of the items that I noticed very quickly when switching from one OS to the other.  There are subtle differences that you may notice too.  These include, but are not limited to, change in the content of a menu list; extra or fewer choices when changing things; appearance differences for changing settings (especially in the control panel).
Windows XP survived longer than any other version of Windows.  It came out in 2002 and was replaced by Vista in February of 2007.  Vista was not well accepted for three main reasons: 

1)   The differences in appearance annoyed many users of XP.  Described above.

2)   It was announced without making sure all peripherals worked with it.  As a result many printer drivers had to be downloaded from the Internet to make the printers work with Vista.  

3)   It took more resources, notably more RAM, to run efficiently.  This meant that if you were using XP, and it worked fine, but you wanted to upgrade to be “current” you could find that your machine wasn’t good enough.  Bummer!
Windows 7 (announced in Oct of 2009) looks more like Vista than it looks like XP.  It is more efficient and includes some nice features over and above Vista.   It still represents a change.  I don’t mean to get too philosophical, but change is a way of life in the computer business.  It just seems like it happens too frequently to suite the average user or it was done with no meaningful purpose.
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