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May Community Center Computer Class 

What Is Abstraction? 
 

A simple idea that makes computers - and everyday life - easier to use 

Start With a Car 

Imagine you're driving a car. You press the gas pedal, and the car speeds up. 

Do you need to know how the engine, fuel system, or transmission works before you can drive? 

No.  You just need to know:  GAS PEDAL = GO FASTER 

KEY POINT: Abstraction means hiding unnecessary details so you can focus on the part you 
need. 

 

The complicated work is still happening. Abstraction simply keeps you from having to control 
every part of it yourself. 

Try It: A TV Remote 

Think about the Volume Up button on a TV remote. 

• You press Volume Up. 
• The TV gets louder. 
• You do not need to know what happens inside the remote or the TV. 

ASK THE CLASS: What do you need to know to use the button? What complicated details are 
being hidden from you? 

 

Why Should You Care? 

Abstraction is one reason you can use a computer without understanding how the computer 
works inside. 

REMEMBER: Simple controls let you do complicated things. 
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See Abstraction on a Computer 
You use abstraction every day. A button or command gives you a simple way to ask the computer to 
do something complicated. 

Example 1: Print 

You select Print. The printer produces the page. 
Behind the scenes, the program and computer handle many details for you. 

WHERE IS THE ABSTRACTION? The Print command. You tell the computer what you want, not 
how to do every tiny step. 

 

Example 2: Save 

You select Save. Your document is stored so you can open it later. 
You do not tell the computer exactly where each piece of the document should be stored on the 
drive. 

WHERE IS THE ABSTRACTION? The Save command hides the complicated storage work. 

 

Example 3: Web Browser 

You type a website address and press Enter. The page appears. 
Your browser and computer handle many complicated Internet tasks in the background. 

WHERE IS THE ABSTRACTION? The address bar and browser give you a simple way to reach a 
website. 

 

More Everyday Examples 
Simple action Complicated work hidden from you 
Copy and Paste The computer moves a copy of information from one 

place to another. 
Search The computer examines many possible matches and 

shows useful results. 
Send an email Programs and networks move your message to another 

person. 
Attach a photo The program finds the file and includes it with your 

message. 
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Practice: Can You Spot Abstraction? 

For each example, ask: Does a simple control let me use something complicated without 
managing all of the details? 

1.  A light switch turns the lights on.   Abstraction?  YES / NO 

2.  A steering wheel changes the direction of a car.   Abstraction?  YES / NO 

3.  The Print button sends a document to a printer.   Abstraction?  YES / NO 

4.  The Start button on a microwave begins cooking.   Abstraction?  YES / NO 

ANSWER: All four are examples of abstraction. Each gives you a simple control for something 
more complicated. 

 

A Simple Way to Recognize It 

SIMPLE CONTROL  →  COMPLICATED WORK HAPPENS  →  RESULT 

When you see that pattern, you are probably looking at abstraction. 

One Important Detail 

Abstraction does not mean the complicated work disappears. It means you do not have to 
manage all of it yourself. 

The Big Idea 

BIG IDEA: Every time you select a button or command on your computer and it does something 
complicated for you, you're benefiting from abstraction. 

 

One-Sentence Summary 

Abstraction hides unnecessary complexity so you can work with simple controls and ideas. 

 

If you can use Print, Save, Search, or Send, you already use abstraction. 
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FAQ (Frequently Asked Questions) 

1. What is abstraction? 
Abstraction means hiding unnecessary details so you can focus on what you need to do. 

2. Why is abstraction useful? 
It lets people use complicated things without having to understand or control everything 
happening inside them. 

3. What is a simple example of abstraction? 
A car's gas pedal. You press it to go faster without needing to understand everything 
happening inside the engine. 

4. Do I use abstraction when I use a computer? 
Yes. Many computer buttons and commands hide complicated processes behind simple 
actions. 

5. Is the Print command an example of abstraction? 
Yes. You select Print, and the computer handles the many steps needed to produce the 
printed page. 

6. Is the Save command abstraction? 
Yes. You tell the computer to save a file without having to tell it exactly how or where the 
information is physically stored. 

7. Is using a web browser an example of abstraction? 
Yes. You enter a website address, and the browser handles the complicated Internet work 
needed to retrieve the page. 

8. Does abstraction make the complicated work disappear? 
No. The complicated work still happens. You simply don't have to manage all of it yourself. 

9. Is a TV remote an example of abstraction? 
Yes. Pressing a button gives the TV a simple command while hiding the complicated 
electronics involved. 

10. Is Copy and Paste abstraction? 
Yes. The commands give you a simple way to duplicate and move information without 
managing the underlying computer operations. 

11. Is Search an example of abstraction? 
Yes. You enter what you're looking for, and the computer handles the work of finding 
possible matches. 

12. Is sending an email abstraction? 
Yes. You select Send, while computers and networks handle the complicated process of 
delivering the message. 
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13. Is attaching a photo to an email abstraction? 
Yes. The email program handles the technical details needed to include the photo with the 
message. 

14. Is abstraction only a computer term? 
No. Light switches, steering wheels, TV remotes, and microwave controls are everyday 
examples. 

15. Is a light switch abstraction? 
Yes. You use a simple switch to control a more complicated electrical system. 

16. Is a steering wheel abstraction? 
Yes. Turning the wheel gives you a simple way to control the direction of a much more 
complicated machine. 

17. Is a microwave Start button abstraction? 
Yes. You press one button, and the microwave handles the processes needed to begin 
cooking. 

18. How can I recognize abstraction? 
Look for this pattern: simple control → complicated work happens → result. 

19. Do I need to understand abstraction to use a computer? 
No. You already use abstraction whenever you use simple computer commands such as 
Print, Save, Search, or Send. 

20. What is the main idea I should remember? 
Abstraction lets you do complicated things using simple controls without needing to 
understand every detail underneath. 

 


