Excel Spreadsheet Examples:
Patterns, Strengths, and Pitfalls

@ Goal: read, adapt, and design spreadsheet examples
safely — not just copy them

e®e For Excel beginners, administrative staff, teachers,
S@n and template designers

A "pattern" = reusable layouts, formula conventions,
and workflow habits

AIé Strengths vs. pitfalls: when a familiar example
helps — and quietly fails

Q@ Roadmap: workbook anatomy — patterns — three
Q. worked examples — limits = error checklist — practice



Why Examples Are Both the Best
and Riskiest Way to Learn Excel
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Examples give a working start;
templates hide assumptions ‘
and broken formulas \

Common failures: merged cells,
mixed types, hard-coded numbers,
static ranges

Clean data collection beats |
cleaning messy data later | X

Silent errors: totals look fine but
exclude new rows outside a
fixed range

Our approach: read, test with
your own data, adapt — never
paste and trust



Anatomy of a Reliable Spreadsheet:
Data, Logic, Presentation

Presentation Output . Three layers: raw data entry,
calculation logic, presentation output

» One-way flow: Settings = Data =
Calculation = Output — trace every number

Calculation Loglc
» Data rules: one table per dataset,
headers in row 1, no merged cells,
no totals inside data

Raw Data Ent _ » Excel Tables (Ctrl+T) and named ranges
@ RS, E make formulas self-documenting

o =
! Formula: =SUM(Sales[Amount])

instead of =SUM(Data!B2:B500)

» Self-check: can a colleague explain each
@ Settings column and where summaries come from?



Five Reusable Patterns Worth Knowing
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Pattern 1: validated Pattern 2: running Pattern 3: lookup Pattern 4: dashboard Pattern 5: printable
register (attendance, totals and subtotals forms — XLOOKUP summaries on a template with
inventory) with via SUBTOTAL/SUMIFS, on 365+, INDEX-MATCH  separate calc sheet unlocked inputs,
dropdown lists never typed for older files locked formulas
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‘ For each: what it looks like, why it works, where it breaks



Pattern Deep Dive: Matching the Lookup
and the Validation to Your Audience

VLOOKUP INDEX-MATCH XLOOKUP
—— T =
‘ = ' ] | | [
- | —> om =
7 | | |
VLOOKUP works everywhere INDEX-MATCH looks any XLOOKUP shows #NAME?
but defaults to approximate direction and survives inserted in Excel 2019 or older; check
match and breaks if columns move columns; XLOOKUP adds safe recipients before shipping
defaults

Data validation is a typing guide, not a lock: a paste replaces the rule

= Prove validation with a check formula, e.g. COUNTIF of statuses not on the list

Compatibility Excel 2019 or older Microsoft 365
at a glance XLOOKUP shows #NAME? XLOOKUP works as expected




Worked Example 1: An Administrative Register

e Scenario: track office requests, attendance, or inventory in one small team
Build: clean header row — Excel Table (Ctrl+T) — status dropdowns — conditional
formatting for overdue items

Summaries are formulas on the table, never typed numbers

Strengths: quick to build, easy to hand over, exceptions visible at a glance

Pitfalls: subtotal rows inside data get double-counted; merged cells break sort and filter
Watch dates and pastes — a paste silently removes validation

Before/after: fragile free-text tracker versus a robust table-based register

Before Fragile free-text tracker After A robust table-based register
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Worked Example 2: A Teacher's Gradebook

Category Weights (Settings Block)

Blank =
not graded

Student Assignments Quizzes

Student 1

Student 2 0

Student 3

Student 4

Student 5

0=
earned zero

Projects

EX

Tests

Weighted

|

EX=
excused

Scenario: scores,
category weights, and
class summaries each term

Pattern: fixed student list,
weighted grade via
SUMPRODUCT, cutoffs in a
settings block

Blank # zero: blank = not
graded, O = earned zero,
EX = excused

Pitfalls: hard-coded
weights, weights not
summing to 100%,

mixed 0-1 and 0-100 scales

Privacy: share read-only
summaries; store student
data per school policy



Worked Example 3: A Template Designer's Reusable Form
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Unlocked f’"f B = _9  Version number
Fa e —> & Py 3 inside the file
// = /-:/"' Change log
f\\w/ < ‘-x‘_________ el .
Locked hidden > L S/ &
calculation sheet e 7 &

Print-ready
output sheet

e Scenario:
o Pattern:

,,“ Strengths:
Pitfalls:

B Handover kit:

Short instructions
sheet

O Rollback plan

one request or report template shared by many people across a team

unlocked input sheet + locked hidden calculation sheet + print-ready output sheet

consistency, fewer support questions, clear formula ownership, one place to fix logic

unprotected formulas, ambiguous instructions, version sprawl ("final_final"),
validation ranges that stop at row 214

version number inside the file, change log, short instructions sheet, rollback plan



/ When Spreadsheets Shine — and
When They Stop Being the Right Tool

Spreadsheets

*

Strengths:

no setup, everywhere,

transparent formulas,
fast small-team
iteration

©

Fit:

small, mostly numeric,

analysis-heavy,
one or two editors

Database as
system of record

4

Spreadsheets
for analysis

0@e
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Strain:
many editors,
real relationships,

row-level permissions,

audit trails

Database

ull

Excel holds over

a million rows;
slowness and distrust
arrive far sooner

O

Healthy setup:
database as system
of record,
spreadsheets

for analysis



Pitfalls: Where Examples Quietly Fail

A Error Codes

#REF! #VALUE! #N/A #DIV/0!

e #REF! deleted reference; #VALUE! text where
a number belongs

o #N/A lookup found nothing; #DIV/0! blank or
zero divisor

E Layout Errors

e Layout errors: merged cells, multiple tables,
hidden rows

— D
—" ata Errors
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o Data errors: mixed types, text-stored numbers,
duplicates, stray spaces

o Process Errors

= B
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e Process errors: hard-coded values, copy-paste
drift, no version control

A Silent failures matter most: an inconsistent formula still looks correct



A Quick Triage Routine Before Problems Spread

L2 &3 5
Do K- G

—
Find errors fast: Read each Trace source Fix at the source: Trap only expected
F5 — Special - error's meaning, problems using correct the data or errors: IFNA for
Formulas = Errors then step through Trace Precedents; range, don't paint lookups; use
with Evaluate errors cascade from over IFERROR sparingly
Formula one root cell
' fSllent fallures conrtleg: ' Check every error cell gets a
inconsistent formulas and
®

typed-over values ‘\ color fill so nothing is missed



Design and Review Checklist

Inputs marked and validated; formulas locked,
inputs unlocked, then sheet protection on

Formulas consistent down every row, documented
in plain English, constants in named cells

Summaries trace back to source data — nothing typed
that should be a formula

Version visible inside the file; change log, backup,
one published link

Peer review test: can someone else use it without
asking you?



Sourcing Templates Safely

Find reliable templates, check them carefully, and work safely.

Trusted sources Established Choose the Ten-minute

publishers right file type audit
& £ —_—
File > New } } '. . '

j .xltk .x;toni }

macros

—

- y without
= Trusted publishers macros

like Vertex42
Microsoft Create

Start with first-party Trusted publishers Choose .xltx without Ten-minute audit:
sources: File > New like Vertex42: read macros; never enable SUM ranges,
and Microsoft Create ratings and recent macros from unknown SUMIFS columns,
comments first sources year-safe dates,
complete dropdowns
f{‘\ e
& T&“ fir:;% S : :
y 1 X . O Protection is an accident guard, not security
e *L:y

Save and
edit safely

Save a working
copy with a new
name before
editing



Practice and Next Steps

Exercise 1: Diagnose a flawed workbook
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S/o Hard-coded total *

o #N/A lookup ﬁ

Exercise 1: diagnose a flawed workbook —

Exercise 2: Adapt one pattern to your role

Hepelaces _
/o 0 i
gister

(= g

a Gradebook
a Protected form

Exercise 2: adapt one pattern to your role —

merged headers, hard-coded total, #N/A lookup — register, gradebook, or protected form

and propose fixes

Takeaways 0 Next

Takeaways: separate layers, Next: PivotTables, Power Query,
use tables and validated inputs, structured references,
prefer formulas over typed values dynamic array functions

@ Trusted sources

Trusted sources: Microsoft Create
and established publishers;
run the ten-minute audit
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