
CHAPTER 1

Getting to Know 
AutoCAD
Opening either AutoCAD or AutoCAD LT for the very first time can be 
an intimidating experience. Faced with such an expansive collection of tools, 
settings, and more, where is one to start? To help you answer that question, 
this chapter will break down the many components of the user interface into 
manageable segments and introduce you to basic operations such as opening 
drawings. Even if you’ve used earlier versions of AutoCAD, you’ll still want to 
review this chapter to become acquainted with some of the changes from 
recent years.

Although the 2011 release does have some subtle user interface improvements, 
the interfaces are almost identical in AutoCAD and AutoCAD LT. Generally speak-
ing, both platforms offer the same 2D drafting experience. (The biggest difference 
is that AutoCAD LT has no 3D capability. AutoCAD offers many powerful tools for 
modeling in 3D that are not found in AutoCAD LT. These tools are the topic of 
Chapter 16, “Creating 3D Geometry,” and Chapter 17, “Rendering and Materials.”) 
With so little separating the two platforms, for most purposes in this book I’ll 
refer to both interchangeably as AutoCAD unless otherwise specified.

Opening a new drawing��

Becoming familiar with the AutoCAD and AutoCAD LT Application ��

windows

Modifying the display��

Displaying and arranging AutoCAD tools��
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S t a r t i n g  A u t o C A D 3

F I g U R E   1 . 1  ​ The Welcome Screen featuring videos and links to help you get started with 
AutoCAD

After exploring the Welcome Screen, you may prefer to disable it from automati-
cally loading each time you start the software. This can be done by deselecting 
the check box labeled Show This Dialog At Startup in the lower-left corner of the 
Welcome Screen. Even after choosing this option, you can still access the Welcome 
Screen through the Help button on the right end of the AutoCAD title bar.

Exploring the New Features Workshop
Among the options found on the Welcome Screen when AutoCAD first opens is a 
What’s New link (see Figure 1.1 earlier). This link leads you to the New Features 
Workshop (Figure 1.2), where you can quickly learn how AutoCAD 2011 has improved 
over the last several releases and which tools you can use to augment any skills you 
already have. In addition to the Welcome Screen, you can also find the New Features 
Workshop through the Help button on the right end of the AutoCAD title bar.

The New Features Workshop is split in two; an index of topics (new features) 
is listed along the left side of the interface, which is complemented by a pane 
displaying information about a selected topic on the right (see Figure 1.2). The 
drop-down list in the upper-left corner provides access to the New Features 
Workshops for other Autodesk products installed on your system.
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Many of these parts remain unchanged regardless of how the software is con-
figured, whereas other elements may not always be viewable. We’ll discuss how 
AutoCAD chooses to configure the user interface shortly. At this point, however, 
your graphics window should look similar to Figure 1.4.

Standard AutoCAD Workspaces

AutoCAD provides the following standard workspaces:

2D Drafting & Annotation ​   ​Utilizing the Ribbon, this workspace (shown in 
Figure 1.4) is considered the default workspace. Unless otherwise specified, this 
is also the workspace used throughout this book.

AutoCAD Classic ​   ​Mimics the menu-based interface utilized prior to 
AutoCAD 2009.

3D Basics ​   ​Provides the core tools needed to get started with 3D modeling inside 
AutoCAD. (For AutoCAD users only. 3D features are not included in AutoCAD LT.)

3D Modeling ​   ​Provides the complete set of 3D modeling tools found inside AutoCAD, 
including materials via the Materials Browser. (For AutoCAD users only. 3D features 
are not included in AutoCAD LT.)

Initial Setup Workspace ​   ​You may have one or more Initial Setup Workspaces if 
you have completed the steps inside the Initial Setup dialog box one or more times.

O

AutoCAD 
and AutoCAD LT 
offer numerous 
dialog boxes with 
various combina-
tions of buttons and 
text boxes. You’ll 
learn many of their 
functions as you 
progress throughout 
the book.

F I g U R E   1 . 3  ​ The Customer Involvement Program dialog box
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Notice the little box at the intersection of the two crosshair lines. This is one of 
several forms of the AutoCAD cursor, known in this form as the Aperture. When 
you move the cursor off the drawing area, it changes to the standard Windows 
pointing arrow. As you begin using commands, it will take on other forms, depend-
ing on which step of a command you’re performing.

The icon composed of two lines, labeled X and Y, in the lower-left corner of 
the drawing area is the UCS icon (UCS stands for user coordinate system). It 
indicates the positive direction for the x- and y-axes.

Below the drawing area is the command window, shown in Figure 1.12.

Understand Where AutoCAD Is Se arch ing

It’s reasonable to assume a search query would return the same results 
regardless of where in the software the search was performed. However, 
that is not the case. A search using the InfoCenter will generally yield more 
results than a search of the AutoCAD help file. The InfoCenter is able to 
search numerous locations simultaneously.

By default the InfoCenter will search the help file as well as some predeter-
mined web locations. You can view and customize the full list of where the 
InfoCenter searches by clicking the down arrow next to the binocular icon 
and selecting Search Settings.

F I g U R E   1 . 1 2  ​ The command window

Most commands can be launched in a few different ways (the command line, 
Ribbon tools, and so on). Regardless of which method you choose, the command 
window is where you will tell the program what to do and where the program 
tells you what’s happening. It’s an important feature, and you’ll need to learn how 
it works in detail. By default, three lines of text are visible. You’ll learn how to 
adjust the number of visible lines later in this chapter during the “Working in the 
Command Window” section. When the Dynamic Input feature is active, much of 
the command window information is displayed alongside the cursor as well.



The number of 
InfoCenter icons may 
vary based on the 
way AutoCAD was 
installed, especially 
in the case of net-
work deployments.

Quick Access Toolbar Subscription Center

Communincation CenterApplication Menu Button Favorites

Help ButtonProgram and Drawing Title

Ribbon

InfoCenter

F I g U R E   1 . 1 0   The Ribbon, Quick Access toolbar, and InfoCenter

To the far right of the title bar is the InfoCenter containing the Search, 
Subscription Center, Communication Center, Favorites, and Help buttons. You can 
enter a question in the field to the left of the Search button to access information 
from a number of locations including the standard AutoCAD help system quickly 
through the drop-down panel. With the Communication Center, you can choose 
to have information, such as software updates, product support, or websites such 
as blogs using Really Simple Syndication (RSS) feeds, sent directly to your system. 
With the Favorites tool, you can define a list of help or informational topics that 
can be quickly accessed whenever you need them. The Help button is a direct link 
to the AutoCAD help system (also accessible by pressing the F1 key).

The blank middle section of the screen is called the drawing area. Notice the 
movable crosshair cursor (see Figure 1.11). The crosshairs on your cursor might 
extend completely across the screen. Later in this chapter, you’ll see how to 
modify the length of the crosshairs as well as make a few other changes.

F I g U R E   1 . 1 1  ​ The crosshair cursor placed near the UCS icon
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Below the command window is the status bar (see Figure 1.13).

F I g U R E   1 . 1 3  ​ The left side of the status bar (top) and the right side of the status bar 
(bottom)

On the left end of the status bar, you’ll see a coordinate readout window. In 
the middle are 14 buttons (LT has only 11) that activate various drawing modes. 
It’s important to learn about the coordinate system and most of these drawing 
aids (Snap Mode, Grid Display, Ortho Mode, Object Snap, and so on) early as you 
learn to draw in AutoCAD. They will help you create neat and accurate drawings. 
You’ll have the chance to explore each of the following drawing modes/aides 
throughout this book; as a preview, however, following is a complete list with a 
brief description of each:

Infer Constraints    When this is enabled, AutoCAD will automatically apply con-
straints between objects as you create or modify them.

Snap Mode    Restricts movement of the cursor inside the drawing area to speci-
fied intervals.

Grid Display    Mimics a piece of graph paper by displaying a series of nonplot-
ting horizontal and vertical lines displayed in the drawing’s background.

Ortho Mode    Restricts movement of the cursor to 90° intervals; 0°, 90°, and 
270° by default.

Polar Tracking    Frequently used in conjunction with Object Snap Tracking, Polar 
Tracking is an advanced drawing tool that guides cursor movement to specified 
increments along a polar angle. Its use will be introduced in Chapter 5, “Developing 
Drawing Strategies: Part 2.”

Object Snap    Aids you in drawing objects based with geometric reference points 
such as endpoint, midpoint, intersection, and so on. Mastering the use of object 
snaps is critical in the creation of accurate drawings.

3D Object Snap    Similar to the standard object snaps, with more sophisticated 
tools for working and interacting with 3D faces and edges.

Object Snap Tracking    An advanced drafting method introduced in Chapter 5, 
this allows you to draw objects with specific geometric relationships to other 
objects within your drawing.
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side for LT), and move the slider to change the Crosshair Size setting. 
The crosshair length changes as a percentage of the drawing area.

	 5.	 Click OK to apply any remaining changes, and close the Options 
dialog box.

T I P   ​If you choose a color other than black as the drawing area back-
ground color, the color of the crosshair cursor remains the same as it was. 
To change the crosshair color, go to the Interface Element list box in the 
Drawing Window Colors dialog box and select Crosshairs. Then select a 
color from the Color drop-down list.

Working in the Command Window
Just below the drawing area is the command window. This window is separate 
from the drawing area and behaves like a Windows window — that is, you can drag 
it to a different place on the screen and resize it, although you probably shouldn’t 
do this at first. If you currently have fewer than three lines of text in the window, 
you should increase the window’s vertical size. To do so, move the cursor to the 
horizontal boundary between the drawing area and the command window until it 
changes to an up-and-down arrow broken by two parallel horizontal lines.

Hold down the left mouse button, drag the cursor up by approximately the same 
amount that one or two lines of text would take up, and then release the mouse 
button (see Figure 1.18). You should see more lines of text, but you might have to 
try this a few times to display exactly four lines. A horizontal line will separate the 
top two lines of text from the bottom line of text. When you close the program, 
AutoCAD will save the new settings. The next time you start AutoCAD, the com-
mand window will display four lines of text.

The command window is where you give information to AutoCAD and where 
AutoCAD prompts you for the next step in executing a command. It’s a good 
practice to keep an eye on the command window as you work on your drawing. 
Many errors can occur when you don’t check it frequently. If the Dynamic Input 
button on the status bar is in the On position, some of the information in the 
command window will appear in the drawing area next to the cursor. You’ll 
learn about this feature when you start drawing.
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F I g U R E   1 . 1 8  ​ Resizing the command window

Before you begin to draw in the next chapter, take a close look at the Ribbon, 
Application menu, toolbars, and keyboard controls.

N O T E  ​You can start AutoCAD commands in a number of ways: from 
the Ribbon, the Application menu, the command window, and the menus that 
appear when you right-click. When you get used to drawing with AutoCAD, 
you’ll learn some shortcuts that start commands quickly, and you’ll find the 
way that best suits you.

Using the Ribbon
Perhaps one of the most prominent elements of the AutoCAD interface is the 
Ribbon (Figure 1.19). While the Ribbon can be positioned in a number of dif-
ferent ways, its default position extends across the top of the AutoCAD window. 
Depending on the size of your AutoCAD window (or current screen resolu-
tion), the Ribbon may look a little different on your computer. That’s because 
the Ribbon self-adjusts according to the size of the AutoCAD window itself. To 
see the Ribbon in its fully expanded state, you need to be sure to have a screen 
resolution wider than 1280 pixels. When the width is too narrow to display each 
panel fully, the panels will begin to collapse first by replacing the panels with a 
single button bearing the name of the panel.

The Ribbon itself can be divided into three parts: tools, panels, and tabs.

Ribbon Tools ​   ​The individual icons and various drop-down lists found on the 
Ribbon are known as Ribbon tools. Clicking on any of these tools will launch the 
command associated with it.
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	 5.	 Click the Modify panel’s title bar to expand the panel and expose all of 
the Modify tools.

	 6.	 Often, you may find yourself returning to the same tool on an expanded 
Ribbon panel. When that happens, you can pin the panel open by click-
ing the pushpin-shaped button in the bottom-left corner. When the 
panel is pinned open, it remains open even when the cursor is not hov-
ering over it (see Figure 1.25).

	 7.	 Click the button again to unpin the panel, and then move the cursor 
off the panel to collapse it. Regardless of whether a panel is pinned or 
unpinned, it will automatically collapse if you change Ribbon tabs.

F I g U R E   1 . 2 4  ​ The cue card for the Copy tool

F I g U R E   1 . 2 5  ​ The Modify panel pinned to stay open

Customizing the Ribbon
Nearly every portion of the Ribbon can be customized to your liking. From 
modifying an existing Ribbon panel to building your own custom tabs and pan-
els, to displaying only the buttons you want — it’s all possible! There are several 
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F I g U R E   1 . 3 7  ​ Selecting a toolbar to display

Workspaces
You haven’t been directed to make any significant changes to the workspace, 
but when you do, you can save this setup as a new workspace. Using this feature, 
you can always return to your preferred layout by activating the saved layout. 
Follow these steps:

	 1.	 Click the Workspace Switching drop down list next to the Application 
menu, or on the right side of the status bar, and choose Save Current 
As from the menu, as shown on the left in Figure 1.38. This opens 
the Save Workspace dialog box, shown on the right in Figure 1.38.

  

F I g U R E   1 . 3 8  ​ The Save Workspace dialog box

	 2.	 Enter a name for the workspace and click Save. The dialog box closes, 
and you are returned to your workspace. Until you change it or select a 
different workspace, the new workspace setup will remain as it is now.

When you make changes to the new workspace by adding a toolbar or chang-
ing the background color of the drawing area, you can easily update the current 
workspace to accommodate those changes. Follow steps 1 and 2, naming the 
workspace again with the same name. You’ll get a warning window telling you 
that a workspace by that name already exists and asking you whether you want 
the new arrangement to replace the old one. Click Yes.
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you release the middle button. The second function of the middle scroll wheel is 
to zoom in/out within your drawing. When scrolling toward the screen, you will 
zoom into your drawing. Conversely, when scrolling away from the screen, you 
will zoom out from your drawing.

AutoCAD makes extensive use of toolbars and the right-click menu feature. 
This makes your mouse an important input tool. The keyboard is necessary for 
inputting numeric data and text, and it has hot keys and aliases that can speed 
up your work; however, the mouse is the primary tool for selecting options and 
controlling toolbars.

The next chapter will familiarize you with a few basic commands that will enable 
you to draw a small diagram. If you want to take a break and close AutoCAD, choose 
Application Menu ➢ Exit AutoCAD (lower-right corner), and choose not to save the 
drawing.

Are You Experienced?
Now you can…

recognize the elements of the AutoCAD Application windowEE

understand how the command window works and why it’s importantEE

start commands from the RibbonEE

start commands from the command lineEE

use the Application menuEE

display the drop-down menusEE

open and control the positioning of toolbarsEE

save a workspace of your screen setup in AutoCADEE
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