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ASCII Character Set Explained….. 

Bytes are frequently used to hold individual characters in a text document. In the ASCII character set, 

each binary value between 0 and 127 is given a specific character. Most computers extend the ASCII 

character set to use the full range of 256 characters available in a byte. The upper 128 characters handle 

special things like accented characters from common foreign languages. 

You can see the 127 standard ASCII codes above. Computers store text documents, both on disk and in 

memory, using these codes. For example, if you use Notepad in Windows 95/98 to create a text file 

containing the words, "Four score and seven years ago," Notepad would use 1 byte of memory per 

character (including 1 byte for each space character between the words -- ASCII character 32). When 

Notepad stores the sentence in a file on disk, the file will also contain 1 byte per character and per 

space. 

Try this experiment: Open up a new file in Notepad and insert the sentence, "Four score and seven years 

ago" in it. Save the file to disk under the name getty.txt. Then use the explorer and look at the size of 
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the file. You will find that the file has a size of 30 bytes on disk: 1 byte for each character. If you add 

another word to the end of the sentence and re-save it, the file size will jump to the appropriate number 

of bytes. Each character consumes a byte. 

If you were to look at the file as a computer looks at it, you would find that each byte contains not a 

letter but a number -- the number is the ASCII code corresponding to the character (see below). So on 

disk, the numbers for the file look like this: 

 F   o   u   r     a   n   d      s   e   v   e   n 

70 111 117 114 32 97 110 100 32 115 101 118 101 110 

By looking in the ASCII table, you can see a one-to-one correspondence between each character and the 

ASCII code used. Note the use of 32 for a space -- 32 is the ASCII code for a space. We could expand 

these decimal numbers out to binary numbers (so 32 = 00100000) if we wanted to be technically correct 

-- that is how the computer really deals with things. 

The first 32 values (0 through 31) are codes for things like carriage return and line feed. The space 

character is the 33rd value, followed by punctuation, digits, uppercase characters and lowercase 

characters. To see all 127 values, check out Unicode.org's chart. 
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