Microsoft Copilot for Beginners: Getting Started Across Your Office Apps

Introduction
This guide is for people who have Microsoft 365 Copilot available to them — or who are about to — and want to understand what it is, where to find it, and how to start using it effectively. It covers the foundational knowledge and first practical steps that the mid-level guide assumes you already have.
If you have already read the mid-level Copilot guide, this is not a repetition of it. The two guides are designed as a pair: this one gives you the grounding to make sense of the mid-level techniques.

1. What Microsoft 365 Copilot Actually Is
Microsoft 365 Copilot is an AI assistant built directly into the Microsoft 365 applications you already use — Word, Outlook, Teams, Excel, PowerPoint, and others. It is not a separate application you install. It appears inside the tools you already have, as a panel, a button, or a prompt area.
How It Is Different From Office Features You Already Know
The formatting tools, spell checker, and templates in Microsoft 365 follow fixed rules. They do not understand what you are trying to say — they apply mechanical operations to your text. Copilot is different: it understands the meaning of your content and can generate, rewrite, summarise, or analyse it in response to a natural-language instruction.
You do not click a button labelled “Summarise.” You type “Summarise this document in five bullets for a non-specialist audience” — and Copilot does it.
The Three Things Copilot Can Do
At the most basic level, Copilot does three things:
1. Generate — create new content from your instructions (a draft email, a presentation, a formula)
1. Transform — take existing content and change it (rewrite for tone, shorten a paragraph, restructure an argument)
1. Analyse — work through content and extract meaning (summarise a meeting, identify action items, find the key risks in a document)
Most tasks you do with Copilot will fall into one of these three categories.

2. Do You Have a Copilot Licence?
Not everyone with Microsoft 365 automatically has the full Copilot feature set. There are different access levels, and knowing which one you have prevents frustration.
Checking Whether You Have a Licence
The simplest check: open a Microsoft 365 application (Word, for example) and look for a Copilot button in the ribbon at the top. If you see it and can click it, you have access. If it is greyed out or absent, you may not have a Copilot licence.
Alternatively: - Go to Microsoft 365 Admin Centre (if you are the admin) and check licence assignments. - Ask your IT department or Microsoft 365 administrator.
The Two Access Levels
Free / Limited Copilot — Available to anyone with a Microsoft account or a standard Microsoft 365 subscription. Provides access to Microsoft Copilot on the web (copilot.microsoft.com) and limited AI features in some apps. Does not include the full application-embedded Copilot features in Word, Excel, Outlook, and Teams.
Microsoft 365 Copilot (Licensed) — A separately purchased add-on licence. Provides the full Copilot experience inside Word, Excel, PowerPoint, Outlook, Teams, and Business Chat (the cross-application assistant). This is what most organisations mean when they say they have deployed Copilot. It requires a qualifying Microsoft 365 subscription as the base.
If you are uncertain, ask your IT administrator. Using Copilot without the correct licence either does nothing (the features are absent) or produces a prompt to purchase — it will not behave unexpectedly.

3. Finding Copilot in Each Application
Copilot appears in different places in different applications. Here is where to look.
Word
Open any Word document (or a new blank document). In the Home tab on the ribbon, you will see a Copilot button — it typically appears with the Copilot icon (a sparkle or star-like symbol). Click it to open the Copilot panel on the right side of the screen.
Alternatively, in a blank document, you may see a Copilot prompt directly in the body of the document: “Draft with Copilot” — clicking this opens an inline draft prompt.
Outlook
In the new email compose window, a Copilot button appears in the toolbar at the top of the compose area. It offers options including “Draft with Copilot” and “Coaching by Copilot.”
In the inbox or email reading view, a Copilot summary panel can appear for long email threads. Look for a Copilot icon or “Summary by Copilot” above the email thread.
Teams
In the meetings experience, Copilot appears in the meeting controls during a live meeting (once transcription is enabled — covered below). After a meeting, Copilot generates a summary accessible from the meeting chat or the meeting event in your calendar.
In Teams chat, a Copilot icon appears in the message compose bar and in the chat panel for channel conversations.
Excel
Open a spreadsheet with data formatted as an Excel Table. The Copilot button appears in the Home tab of the ribbon. Clicking it opens the Copilot panel on the right.
Important: Copilot in Excel requires your data to be in a proper Excel Table format. Select your data range, go to Insert > Table, confirm the range, and make sure “My table has headers” is checked. This one step solves the most common reason Copilot appears to not work in Excel.
PowerPoint
Open a presentation (or start a new one). The Copilot button appears in the Home tab. Clicking it opens a Copilot panel where you can ask it to create a presentation, add slides, or summarise the deck.
The Taskbar (Windows 11)
On Windows 11, a Copilot icon may appear in the taskbar on the right. This opens the general Copilot assistant (the web/free version) rather than the application-specific M365 Copilot. It is useful for quick general questions but does not have access to your documents or email unless you are signed in with your work account and your organisation has configured that access.

4. Your First Time Using Copilot in Word
Here is a step-by-step walkthrough for the most common first use: drafting new content.
1. Open Word and create a blank new document (or open an existing one you want to work with).
1. Click the Copilot button in the Home ribbon to open the Copilot panel on the right.
1. Type a prompt in the Copilot panel. For a first attempt, keep it simple and specific: “Write a 200-word introduction to a report about [topic] for a [type of reader] audience.”
1. Press Enter. Copilot generates a draft, which appears in the panel.
1. Review the draft. You will see options to Keep the text (inserts it into your document), Regenerate (produces a new version), or Adjust it using follow-up instructions.
1. Refine if needed. If the draft is close but not quite right, type a follow-up instruction: “Make the tone more formal” or “Cut this to 100 words.”
1. Click Keep to insert the final version into your document.
This is the fundamental loop for Copilot in Word: prompt, review, refine, keep. Most tasks follow this same pattern regardless of what you are generating.
Working With Existing Content
You can also use Copilot to work with text already in your document:
· Select a paragraph, right-click, and look for Copilot options (Rewrite, Summarise, etc.)
· Or with the Copilot panel open, ask: “Rewrite the second paragraph for a non-technical reader” — Copilot finds and rewrites it without you selecting it.

5. Your First Time Using Copilot in Outlook
Drafting an Email With Copilot
1. Click New Email to open a compose window.
1. Click the Copilot button in the compose toolbar.
1. Select Draft with Copilot.
1. In the prompt box, describe the email: “Write a polite email to our supplier asking for a delivery update on order 12345. Professional tone, under 100 words.”
1. Click Generate.
1. Review the draft. Use the Regenerate button for a different version, or the Adjust tone options to make it more formal, more casual, or shorter.
1. When satisfied, the draft fills the compose window. Edit directly if needed, then send.
Summarising an Email Thread
1. Open a long email thread (five or more emails is where this becomes most useful).
1. Look for the Summary by Copilot option near the top of the thread view — it may appear automatically on long threads, or you can click the Copilot icon to request it.
1. Copilot generates a summary of the thread: the key topic, decisions made, and any outstanding questions.
1. Use this to catch up quickly on a thread you have not read, or to find the key points in a busy inbox.
Coaching by Copilot
This is a feature that new users often overlook. After writing your own email draft, click Copilot in the compose toolbar and select Coaching by Copilot. Copilot reviews your email and gives feedback on:
· Tone — is it appropriate for the audience?
· Sentiment — might any phrasing be received negatively?
· Clarity — are there any phrases that could be misunderstood?
It does not rewrite your email automatically — it gives you feedback and suggestions so you decide what to change. This is often more useful than generating from scratch, because you keep your own voice while getting a second perspective on whether the message lands correctly.

6. Microsoft Teams — Enabling Transcription and Your First Meeting Summary
Copilot in Teams is one of the most impactful features for regular meeting participants, but it requires one prerequisite: meeting transcription must be enabled. Without transcription, Copilot has nothing to work from during or after the meeting.
What Transcription Is
Transcription is a live text record of everything spoken in a meeting. Teams generates this automatically using speech recognition. When transcription is on, participants see a small notification. The transcript is attached to the meeting record in your calendar after the meeting ends.
How to Enable Transcription
As the meeting organiser (before the meeting): - In the meeting invitation in your calendar, click Edit and look for meeting options. - Enable Record and transcribe automatically if your organisation has enabled this option.
During a live meeting: - In the meeting controls bar (the toolbar at the top or bottom of the Teams meeting window), click the More actions button (the three dots). - Select Start transcription. - Participants will see a notification that transcription has started.
Organisation-level settings: Your IT administrator may have enabled or disabled transcription at the organisation level. If the option is missing entirely, contact your IT team.
Your First Meeting Summary
After a meeting with transcription enabled:
1. Go to your Teams calendar and find the meeting.
1. Open the meeting record. You will see a tab called Recap (or Copilot in some versions).
1. The Copilot summary includes: a summary of the discussion, key topics covered, decisions made, and action items with the names of the people they were assigned to.
1. You can ask follow-up questions about the meeting: “What did [name] say about the budget?” or “List all the action items from this meeting.”
The summary can be copied and shared as a meeting follow-up note, or used as the basis for a formal action log.

7. What Microsoft Graph Is — A Plain English Explanation
Microsoft Graph is a concept you will see mentioned in connection with Copilot, and understanding it briefly makes Copilot make more sense.
Microsoft Graph is the connected layer that links all your Microsoft 365 data together. Your emails are in Exchange. Your files are in SharePoint and OneDrive. Your meetings are in Teams. Your contacts are in the address book. Microsoft Graph is the technical layer that ties all of these together under a single, searchable system.
When Copilot is described as having access to your “organisational data,” what that means in practice is that it can query Microsoft Graph — it can look across your emails, meetings, files, and contacts simultaneously to find relevant information.
Think of it this way: if you had an extremely organised personal assistant who had read every email you had ever sent or received, attended every meeting you had been in, and read every document you had ever opened — that assistant could answer questions across all of those simultaneously. That is approximately what Copilot does through Microsoft Graph.
One important clarification: Copilot only sees data you have permission to access. It cannot surface documents stored in a SharePoint site you do not have access to, or emails sent to a colleague that were never shared with you. The permissions system that governs your normal access to Microsoft 365 data also governs what Copilot can see.

8. Copilot Chat — Your First Steps With the Cross-Application Assistant
In addition to the application-specific Copilot buttons, there is a general Copilot chat interface available in Teams (look for the Copilot icon in the left rail) and at microsoft365.com/copilot. This is called Business Chat or Microsoft 365 Copilot Chat.
For beginners, this is the best place to start with cross-application queries. Open it and try a simple first query:
· “What meetings do I have today and what are they about?”
· “Summarise the most recent email thread from [colleague name].”
· “What documents have I worked on most recently?”
These simple queries demonstrate the core capability: Copilot reaching across multiple Microsoft 365 services to give you a combined answer.
The / shortcut in the chat input lets you reference a specific file, meeting, or person. Type / and start typing the name of a document or meeting to pin it into your query. This is more reliable than asking Copilot to guess which document you mean.

9. Common Beginner Mistakes
Not formatting data as a Table in Excel. If Copilot in Excel appears not to work, this is almost always the reason. Select your data, go to Insert > Table, and confirm. Copilot needs a Table to interact with reliably.
Starting transcription after the meeting has started. Copilot in Teams can only summarise what was transcribed. If transcription is started fifteen minutes into a meeting, the first fifteen minutes are not available for the summary. Start transcription at the beginning.
Accepting the first output without reading it. Copilot drafts are starting points. They can misstate figures, get the tone wrong, miss important context, or produce something technically correct but inappropriate for the audience. Read every Copilot-generated output before it goes to anyone else.
Expecting Copilot to know things it was not told. If you ask Copilot to “write a status update for the Henderson project” without referencing the relevant documents, it has to guess. Reference specific files with / or include the relevant context in your prompt. The output is only as good as the input.
Using Copilot for everything. Copilot is genuinely helpful for writing, summarising, and analysis. It adds less value on tasks that are quick to do manually or where your own judgment is the point. Do not use it for the sake of using it; use it when it saves real time.

10. When Copilot Gets It Wrong
Copilot will make mistakes. This is normal and expected, and it does not mean the tool is broken.
Incorrect facts or figures. Copilot draws on your documents and communications, but it can misread, misattribute, or misremember details. If a generated document contains a figure that looks wrong, check the source. Always verify numbers, dates, and attributed statements before they go to a stakeholder.
Wrong tone or style. If the tone is off, ask Copilot to adjust it: “Make this more formal” or “This is too long — cut it in half.” You do not need to start again.
Missed context. If Copilot missed something important, it is usually because the relevant context was not in the source material it could see. Provide it directly: “Also take into account that the deadline has moved to the end of September.”
Completely wrong output. If the output is so far from what you needed that correction would take longer than starting over, discard it and re-prompt with a more specific brief. This is rare but happens — particularly with vague initial prompts.

11. Building Good Habits From the Start
Check for Copilot in every app. Over the first few weeks, find the Copilot button in each application you use daily. Try one simple task in each. You will quickly identify where it saves you the most time.
Enable transcription by default for meetings you organise. Once you have experienced a meeting summary with action items, you will not want to go back. Make it a habit to start transcription at the beginning of any meeting worth following up on.
Read before you send. This is the most important single habit. Copilot output goes out under your name. You are responsible for it. Read it.
Build a prompt that works, then save it. When you find a prompt that reliably produces good output for a recurring task, save it in Copilot Lab (covered in the mid-level guide) or in a notes document. Do not rethink the same prompt every week.
Start with the applications you use most. Do not try to learn Copilot across all five applications at once. Pick the one application you spend the most time in — probably Outlook or Teams — and get comfortable with Copilot there first. Expand from there once the first application feels natural.

Quick Reference
Finding Copilot
	Application
	Where to Find It

	Word
	Home ribbon → Copilot button (opens right panel)

	Outlook
	New Email compose toolbar → Copilot button

	Outlook (inbox)
	Long thread header → Summary by Copilot

	Excel
	Home ribbon → Copilot button (requires Table format)

	PowerPoint
	Home ribbon → Copilot button

	Teams (meetings)
	Meeting controls → More actions → Start transcription

	Teams (chat)
	Copilot icon in left rail → Business Chat

	Web
	microsoft365.com/copilot or copilot.microsoft.com


The Basic Copilot Loop
1. Open the Copilot panel or compose with Copilot
1. Type a specific prompt (Goal + Context + Format)
1. Review the output — never skip this step
1. Refine with a follow-up instruction if needed
1. Keep / insert / send the final version
When Something Goes Wrong
	Problem
	What to Do

	Wrong figure or fact
	Verify against source. Ask Copilot to correct with the right information.

	Wrong tone
	“Make this more [formal / direct / concise].”

	Missed context
	Provide the missing context in a follow-up prompt.

	Copilot not working in Excel
	Format your data as a Table (Insert > Table).

	No meeting summary
	Check transcription was enabled before the meeting started.



Further Reading
· Microsoft Copilot — copilot.microsoft.com — the general-purpose web interface
· Microsoft 365 Copilot for end users — adoption.microsoft.com/copilot — guided training scenarios
· Getting started with Copilot in Teams — learn.microsoft.com — step-by-step guides for meeting features
· Microsoft Copilot Scenario Library — adoption.microsoft.com/copilot/scenario-library — what Copilot can do by role
· Microsoft Copilot Mid-Level User Guide — the companion guide covering Business Chat, the four-part prompt framework, Copilot Pages, and cross-application power patterns
