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The time has come! You were ready for 
a change, decided to take the plunge, 
and now Ubuntu is installed on your 

computer. Maybe it’s a dual-boot system, 
maybe you used Wubi. Maybe you even did 
a clean install on an older computer to get 
the full experience. But once you get past 
the login screen, you’re stuck. Everything 
seems vaguely familiar but very different. 
Where does one begin?

Your Ubuntu desktop is much like your 
Windows desktop, but might seem a little 
strange to you at first. Once you begin using 
Ubuntu, everything will soon become sec-
ond-nature. This article will introduce you 
to some of the differences you’ll encounter, 
and show you ways to settle into your new 
computing environment and keep things 
running smoothly.

Your New Desktop
The first big change is that you have two 
“panels” – one at the top and one at the 
bottom of your screen. The top panel has 
the menus you’ll use to run programs and 
access your files and settings. After that 
there are some applications shortcuts 
(called launchers) and on the far right are 
notification icons, a clock, and a power but-

ton. The bottom panel has a Show Desktop 
icon that will minimize all windows when 
you click it so that you can see your desk-
top, and bring them all back if you click it 
a second time. The empty middle space is 
a window list and works like your Windows 
Task Bar, and on the right you’ll see a work-
space switcher and a Trash icon that works 
like your Windows Recycle Bin.

The Applications menu works much 
like your Start Menu in that it lists many of 
the programs installed on your computer. 
Your applications are divided into groups 
and you find that you have a wide variety 
of applications at your disposal right after 
installation. As you view the list of applica-
tions, you can hover your mouse over any 
application to get a short description of 
each one. You will be pleased with the of-
ferings. AisleRiot Solitaire, for instance, in-
cludes over 80 different types of solitaire 
games, from the Klondike we all know and 
love from Windows to Spider Solitaire and 
many others. The built-in drawing applica-
tion, GIMP Image Editor is far more sophis-
ticated than the one included with Windows 
and is much more comparable with Adobe 
Photoshop. The included instant messag-
ing client, Pidgin, supports 16 different dif-
ferent networks, so you can use one pro-
gram to chat with all of your friends from 
MSN, AIM, Yahoo!, Google Talk, Facebook, 
and more! OpenOffice.org lets you create 
documents, spreadsheets, and presenta-
tions just like Word, Excel, and PowerPoint. 
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Figure 1. Your top panel lets you see your battery status, net-
work status, volume, weather, time, and software updates all at 
a glance

Figure 2. Even when you are hard at work, the window list reminds us that there’s always time for a quick break 
to clear your mind



19w w w . l i n u x i d e n t i t y . c o m

There are simple to use CD creation 
tools, Rhythmbox organizes your 
music collection and offers DRM-
free music purchases (and full song 
previews). Almost every program 
is much more powerful that you 
might expect to be included with a 
new operating system. Many of the 
more popular applications are also 
available for Windows, so if you re-
ally find that you like Pidgin or GIMP 
or Firefox, you can use these in Win-
dows as well to help ease your tran-
sition.

The Places menu lists short-
cuts to various folders where you 
can stores your files and will also 
include any CD you put into your 
computer or any drive or media 
player you plug in to your USB ports. 
It even lets you search for files on 
your computer or access other com-
puters over the network.

The System menu allows you 
to set preferences for your user ac-
count or make system-wide chang-
es such as updating your software 
or adding new user accounts.

The notification icons on the 
right side of the top panel are use-
ful for many things. If you have a 
wireless network card that is sup-
ported by Ubuntu, you can click on 
the two computer screens (Network 
Manager) to choose from the list of 
wireless networks around you. If you 
have a wired connection then it is 
automatically set up when you plug 
in the Ethernet cable. Other icons 
are available to download system 
updates or change your volume, 
and so forth. The date and time is 
useful because you can click on it 
to pop up a calendar that will stay 
on your screen until you click the 
date and time again. This doesn’t 
change your computer’s clock and 
you can view various months. You 
can also click on Locations in this 
window and add various cities to be 
able to track their local time across 
many time zones. As a bonus, this 
will display weather information for 
each location where available and 

add a current weather conditions 
icon to your notification area.

The top right corner of the 
screen has a Power icon, and this 
is where you manage your pres-
ence at your computer. You can 
log out of your account, restart, 
suspend (sleep), or shutdown the 
computer, or allow users to log in. 
If there are other user accounts, 
they will be listed here and choos-
ing one will lock your account and 
start to log in as that new user. 
You can use the same menu to go 
back to your account later and all 
of your programs will keep running 
in the background. If you let friends 
use your computer ocasionally to 
check their email or surf the web, 
you can chose Guest Session, and 
Ubuntu will create a temporary user 
account that cannot access any of 
your files. Your friends can use any 
application normally, and once they 
log out the account is destroyed. If 
they want to keep their files, they’ll 
have to copy them to a USB drive 
or email them to themselves. This 
is a very quick and safe way to let 

visitors use your computer without 
worrying about them changing your 
settings or deleting your files.

If you have Pidgin running, the 
Power icon will be replaced with a 
presence icon and you can also use 
this menu to manage your online 
presence, such as “away” or “busy”.

Customizing  
Your Computer
With Ubuntu, brown is the new blue. 
But everyone wants to customize 
their computer to suit them the best. 
The System menu is where all your 
settings are. You can go to System –> 
Preferences to change many of your 
user settings. Appearance will let you 
change the window theme. In Linux, 
the theme controls all aspects of the 
windowing interface, including the 
way window borders and other wid-
gets work. You can go for shiny alter-
natives or smoother, more simple 
themes. Just click on a theme to see 
the change immediately. You can al-
ways set the theme back to the de-
fault of Human if you can’t find one 
you like best. The Background tab 

Figure 3. You can customize your desktop background with any image 
you like. While you’re at it, pick your favorite window borders, font smooth-
ing, mouse cursors, and desktop effect settings!
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lets you choose from a few different 
wallpapers or you can choose a color 
or one of your own images. The Vi-
sual Effects tab is nice because it 
enables Desktop Effects for animat-
ed windows and menus if your hard-
ware supports it. If Ubuntu detected 
hardware support then this is al-
ready set to the Normal level. You 
can set it to Extra for fun effects like 
wobbly windows and a nicely ani-
mated application switcher when 
you press [Super] + [Tab] instead of 
[Alt] + [Tab] (on most keyboards 
made since 1995 there is a Win-
dows logo key, but in Linux and other 
OSes this key is called Super).

The Screensaver option has 80 
different screen savers, so you’re 
sure to find something interesting. 
You can also set the screen saver de-
lay and whether or not you want your 
screen to be locked with your pass-
word when the screen saver starts.

The System –> Administration 
menu lets you make system-wide 
changes that affect all users of the 
computer. For this (and other actions 
that can change system files), you’ll 
have to enter your password. This 

keeps others from making changes 
while you are logged in but away 
from your computer. It also keeps 
you from accidentally making a 
change without realizing it. Once you 
enter your password to make a sys-
tem change, Ubuntu won’t ask you 
for your password again for another 
15 minutes while you are logged in.

Language Support allows you to 
add or remove languages from your 
system. When support is available, 
it can come in the form of basic 
translations, extra software or fonts, 
writing aids such as dictionaries 
and thesauruses, and even input 
method editors. You can add or re-
move language support at anytime 
and the next time you log in, Ubuntu 
can display everything in your cho-
sen language. Optionally, you can 
enable support so that you can view 
or proofread languages that require 
special fonts or dictionaries. Ubuntu 
does its best to present itself in the 
language of your choice.

The panels at the top and bot-
tom of your screen can be custom-
ized as much as you want. You can 
move them around to the sides of 

the screen, or you can add or de-
lete applets from them. To add an 
applet, just right-click a panel and 
choose Add to Panel... There are 
many different applets available, 
and you can drag any applet you 
like to any panel. You can also cre-
ate application shortcuts (called 
“launchers”) by right-clicking on an 
item in the Applications menu. You 
can choose to add an icon to either 
a panel (just drag the icon with your 
mouse wherever you want it on any 
panel) or straight to your desktop.

Sharing Your Files
In Windows, all file systems are 
thought of in terms of drive letters. 
Your main hard drive is the C: drive, 
your next drive or partition is drive 
D: and once all your hard drives 
have been listed then CD and DVD 
drives come next. If you still have a 
floppy drive, it’s drive A:.

In Linux, there is a “root” file 
system and all other file systems 
must be mounted somewhere onto 
this root. This means that there are 
no drive letters anywhere and once 
you mount a file system, it looks 
identical to any other folder. Since 
Ubuntu will do this automatically, 
you can find all removable media in 
the same place. For example, when 
you put a data CD in your computer, 
you can find it in /media/cdrom. If 
you plug in an external hard drive, it 
may be in /media/disk.

In Ubuntu, any removable me-
dia device such as a CD or a USB 
drive will show up either as icons on 
your desktop or listed in the Plac-
es menu on your panel. If you still 
have Windows installed, you can 
find your files by going to the Plac-
es menu and choosing Computer, 
then double-clicking on your C: 
drive. You’ll have to find it, but if you 
have a 60 GB drive, Computer will 
show “60 GB Media”. Your C: drive 
will then be available as a folder, for 
example /media/disk. Your files will 
be under /media/disk/Documents 
and Settings/username for Win-

Figure 4. Pick your favorite animation to come back to after taking  
a break. New screensavers as well as old classics are among the choices
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dows XP and under /media/disk/
Users for Windows Vista. Be careful 
if you change anything outside of 
those two directories.

While Linux has support for a 
dozen different file systems, Win-
dows only supports FAT8, FAT16, 
FAT32, and NTFS. Therefore, feel 
free to copy anything you want from 
your Windows file system, and also 
feel free to copy anything you’ve 
worked on in Ubuntu back to your 
Windows folders. Windows unfor-
tunately won’t be able to read any-
thing that you haven’t copied back 
to your C: drive or to an external 
drive or CD/DVD.

Finding New 
Applications
My favorite option is at the bottom 
of the Applications menu. Add/Re-
move... is the easiest way to install 
and uninstall programs on your 
Ubuntu system, and unlike Win-
dows it has a list of about 3,000 
programs which can be down-
loaded and installed immediately, 
completely free of charge. Just put 
a check mark next to the programs 
you want and uncheck anything you 
decide you don’t want. It couldn’t 
be easier, and Ubuntu will take care 
of everything else. By default, Add/
Remove only shows programs sup-
ported by Canonical, but you can 
choose All available applications 
for a full list, or All Open Source ap-
plications if you want to avoid pro-
prietary software.

The option that will be most use-
ful to you while trying out Ubuntu is 
to search on “restricted” and install 
Ubuntu restricted extras (adjusting 
for whether you’ve installed Kubun-
tu or Xubuntu). This will download 
and install the Adobe Flash plugin 
for Firefox, MP3 and other video and 
audio codec support. You may also 
want to visit https://help.ubuntu.
com/community/RestrictedFor-
mats/PlayingDVDs for more infor-
mation on how to enable support for 
most commercial DVDs. For Ubuntu 

8.10, there are two simple com-
mands you can paste into a terminal 
window, which you can run from Ap-
plications –> Accessories –> Termi-
nal. Don’t worry, Ubuntu will still au-
tomatically download and install 
everything, but you’ll have to start 
the process manually.

The only thing more convenient 
than having thousands of programs 
and games at your fingertips is the 
fact that Ubuntu tracks updates to 
every single program and with a 
click of the mouse Ubuntu will in-
stall the newer version for you.

Sometimes a program you want 
is not available from Add/Remove. 
There are more applications avail-
able in the Ubuntu software reposi-
tories. You may see a package name 
mentioned on line. You can choose 
System –> Administration –> Syn-
aptic Package Manager to view a 
complete list of packages available, 
although not all of them are graphi-
cal applications. You can install 
from there or just browse.

Sometimes a third-party soft-
ware provider will offer an Ubuntu 
or Debian repository. These can 
have newer software than what is 
provided by the official Ubuntu re-
positories or even offer software 
that is not found in the official re-

positories. You should always exer-
cise caution when using third-party 
repositories, but any line starting 
with “deb” that they want you to add 
to your sources.list file can be add-
ed easily by going to System –> Ad-
ministration –> Software Sources 
and clicking on the Third-Party Soft-
ware tab. This will allow Ubuntu to 
automatically keep track of updates 
provided by the third-party provider.

Other times, no repository is 
available but an Ubuntu package 
is. While all the same cautions 
apply as to repositories, you can 
download an Ubuntu package. It’s 
a file that ends in .deb and you can 
double-click on it to bring up a de-
scription and install it. If it requires 
any other packages to be installed, 
Ubuntu will try to download the re-
quired software (called dependen-
cies) from its repositories. Note that 
software installed from third-party 
repositories or packages may stop 
working when you upgrade to a new 
release or apply new updates.

Keeping Your Computer 
Up to Date
One of the biggest differences 
between Windows and Ubuntu is 
that Ubuntu is a managed system. 
This means Ubuntu uses a “pack-

Figure 5. If you have Windows installed as well, Ubuntu can even access 
your files for easy copying or editing
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age manager” to keep track of all 
installed programs. Because your 
computer understands what you 
have installed, it can automatically 
do many of the things you have to 
do by yourself in Windows. For ex-
ample, Add/Remove can actually 
install new programs as well as re-
move them. Because you’ll install 
everything using the package man-
ager, Ubuntu is able to alert you 
when new updates are available for 
any program installed on your Ubun-
tu system. This means that when a 
new version of Firefox is available, 
your computer notifies you and you 
can have Ubuntu download and 
install the update automatically. 
Ubuntu only provides updates that 
fix security vulnerabilities or fix 
bugs, so you won’t find major new 
versions of software listed, but this 
also means that Canonical and the 
Ubuntu community work hard to 
maintain the programs you have in-
stalled, sometimes for longer than 
the original programmers!

Ubuntu checks once a day for 
updates. When updates are avail-
able, you’ll see an orange starburst 
with a arrow in your notification 
area. If there are major security 
updates, there will be a big red 
arrow. Clicking on either of these 

will start Update Manager. Update 
Manager will list each update avail-
able. Updates are handled by pack-
ages, so sometimes a program is 
included with others in a package, 
and sometimes a program is split 
up into smaller packages. You can 
choose whether or not to install any 
update, and Update Manager will 
also provide a description of exactly 
what was fixed, sometimes with 
links to more information on line.

Ubuntu 8.10 is supported for 18 
months. This means that any secu-
rity vulnerabilities in any program 
that comes with Ubuntu will be fixed 
until April 30th, 2010. That may not 
seem like a long time, but three new 
versions of Ubuntu will come out in 
that time. While you will probably 
want to upgrade before then, you 
are not forced to. Every two years, 
a Long Term Support (LTS) version 
of Ubuntu is released. Ubuntu 8.04 
was the latest and Ubuntu 10.04 will 
be the next. These are supported for 
at least 3 years, so if you want extra 
stability, feel free to choose Ubuntu 
8.04 LTS.

The next release will be Ubuntu 
9.04, codenamed “Jaunty Jacka-
lope”. On or after April 23rd, 2009, 
when the new release is made 
available, Update Manager will 

display a simple notice that says 
“New distribution release 9.04 is 
available” with an upgrade button. 
Ubuntu 9.04 will include updated 
versions of all your software, much 
faster startup times, and better 
web application support. As long 
as you install all other updates, 
this will allow you to automatically 
upgrade from 8.10 to 9.04 with-
out having to reinstall or lose any 
of your data. Naturally, it’s a good 
idea to back up your data regularly 
but Ubuntu is designed to allow 
you to go from one version to the 
next as easily as possible. Because 
Ubuntu is becoming more popular 
every week, it’s usually a good idea 
to wait a week before upgrading to 
a new release. Ubuntu will have to 
download 700 to 800 MB of data 
(since it’s upgrading every program 
installed!) and that’s not counting 
any extra programs you have in-
stalled. Occasionally Upgrade Man-
ager will ask you if you want to over-
write a changed configuration file. 
Unless you know you have made 
some important changes, it’s usu-
ally safe to “overwrite” the older file 
and accept the new version.

Your Ubuntu system is basi-
cally future-proof. Every six months 
a new update is available packed 
with the newest software, and you 
can make the upgrade on your own 
schedule as well. Even though fre-
quent new releases are half the fun 
of using Ubuntu, you can use Long 
Term Support releases for comput-
ers that you know you don’t want to 
upgrade more than every two years 
for extra stability.

Enabling Your Hardware
If Ubuntu detects that it has propri-
etary drivers for any of your hard-
ware that could not be included on 
the CD, it will show the message 
“Restricted drivers available”. You 
can click on the little icon that looks 
like an internal add-on card with a 
lock next to it and a window comes 
up describing the difference be-

Figure 6. Unlike some other OSes, Ubuntu can add new programs as well 
as remove them. You can quickly try out thousands of new programs
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tween proprietary drivers and the 
rest of your system. You will prob-
ably find this icon if you have an ATI 
or an NVIDIA graphics card, or cer-
tain kinds of modems and wireless 
network cards. You can choose to 
activate these drivers and they will 
immediately be downloaded and in-
stalled on your system. You simply 
have to give your password to verify 
that you want to perform a system-
wide change. If you experience 
problems and want to deactivate 
the drivers later, you can bring up 
the list again by going to System –> 
Administration –> Hardware Driv-
ers. Deactivating the drivers is just 
as easy as activating them.

Finding Help
Free Software comes with many ben-
efits, but one of the things it doesn’t 
come with is any type of warranty. 
Fortunately, there are a lot of other 
people who love using Ubuntu and 
other Free Software and who are 
happy to help you if you’re having 
trouble. The Ubuntu community is 
centered on the idea that helping 
others benefits everyone, so it is 
one of the more friendly communi-
ties you’ll encounter on line.

One of the ways in which peo-
ple have helped is to write lots of 
documentation. You can find a lot 
of information by searching for 
your problem in Google. If you add 
“ubuntu” and “intrepid” to your 
search you may find help that is 
more tailored to Ubuntu 8.10. The 
official documentation is available 
at https://help.ubuntu.com/. Lots 
of users also contribute documen-
tation once they’ve figured some-
thing out and https://help.ubuntu.
com/community is where you can 
find a ton of information about 
getting started, making hardware 
work, and even how to make things 
look nicer.

You can also go to https://
answers.launchpad.net/ to view 
the Ubuntu knowledge base. You 
can search for questions that oth-

ers have asked, and if you can’t 
find answers there you can create 
a free account and ask your ques-
tion. If you prefer forums and mes-
sage boards, you can visit http://
ubuntuforums.org/ which is an-
other excellent place to search 
for help on problems you are hav-
ing. IRC is another useful place 
for more immediate help. You can 
use Pidgin as a client. IRC can be a 
little daunting for beginners, but if 
you’re already familiar with it then 
you can join irc.ubuntu.com, join 
#ubuntu and ask for help there. An-
other good resource is your Ubuntu 
Local Community Team. These are 
teams of volunteers that focus on 
promoting Ubuntu in their country 
or state, and they are often good 
sources for help in local languages 
or locations. A current list of teams 
is available at https://wiki.ubuntu.
com/LoCoTeamList

The most important things to 
remember when you are looking for 
help is that in most cases, you are 
talking to other people 
like you who are us-
ing Ubuntu. No one is 
being paid to help you 
and sometimes nobody 
will have an answer for 
you. You should always 
be polite, briefly explain 
what you were trying to 
do, what you expected to 
happen, and what hap-
pened instead. If you re-
ceived any type of error 
message at all, be sure 
to write it out exactly! 
If someone points you 
to some existing docu-
mentation, read it and 
see if your problem has 
already been answered. 
Lastly, if you manage to 
fix the problem with help 
or on your own, be sure 
to go back and explain 
what worked. Not only 
can you thank those 
who helped you, but oth-

ers who have the same problem will 
have a better idea of what worked 
for you. This is especially important 
if you were able to solve the prob-
lem on your own.

Conclusion
Ubuntu is a powerful operating 
system with many excellent pro-
grams bundled in. It lets you take 
advantage of the very best in Free 
Software and frees you from the 
marketing schedules and intrusive 
updates of proprietary operating 
systems. Although at first glance 
things seem very different than 
what you’re used to, you’ll soon 
find that much of the everyday 
things are much the same. After a 
short time you’ll discover that a lot 
of things are easier than they were 
before. In the end, you may look 
back at the day when you stopped 
worrying about maintaining your 
computer because everything just 
worked.  

Figure 7. Ubuntu will let you update every 
installed program at once, and can even up-
grade the entire OS. Make sure to install all 
updates before going to Ubuntu 9.04!


