Explain Like I'm 10

Databases and spreadsheets: What's the
difference?

KS3 Ages 11-14 & 3 minread

What's a spreadsheet?

A spreadsheet is like a giant table made of rows and columns. You've probably seen
one before—it looks like graph paper on a computer. Each box is called a cell, and you
can type numbers, words, or formulas into it. Microsoft Excel and Google Sheets

are the most popular spreadsheet programs.

Spreadsheets are great for things like keeping track of pocket money, recording
sports scores, or working out maths problems. They're easy to understand because

you can see all your data at once.

Think of it like a notebook where you draw your own grid and fill in the boxes by
hand.

What's a database?

A database is a much more powerful way to store information. Instead of a simple
table, a database is like having a super-organised filing system that can find and
arrange information in hundreds of different ways. Databases can hold absolutely

massive amounts of data and search through it incredibly quickly.

When you search on Google, use your bank's website, or look up your school records
online, you're using a database. Databases power most websites and apps you use

every day.
Think of it like a massive library where a computer knows exactly where every single
book is and can find it in seconds, even if there are millions of books.

The big differences

Size: Spreadsheets work best with smaller amounts of data. Databases can handle

billions of pieces of information without slowing down.



Speed: When you search a spreadsheet, it has to check every single row. Databases

are specially designed to find information super fast, even in enormous files.

Flexibility: Spreadsheets show data in one format—Ilike a table. Databases can

organise and display the same information in many different ways at once.

Sharing: Spreadsheets work well when one or two people use them. Databases are

built so thousands of people can use them at the same time without causing problems.

When to use each

Use a spreadsheet for homework, personal projects, or keeping score. Use a
database for anything really big and complicated, like storing millions of student
records or running an online shop. Most businesses use both—spreadsheets for

simple tasks and databases for everything serious.
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