
Learning to Program in C © Computing Centre Publications, 2001 Page 7 of 60 

3. The First Program 
 
Code for 'Hello World' 
This sheet is intended to introduce the very first complete C program, and explain what each part of it 
does. 
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/* 
hello world 
 
A simple program to print out Hello World! 
*/ 
#include <stdio.h> 
 
main () { 
 printf(“Hello World!\n”); 
} 
 

 
Line by line explanation 
Lines 1 - 5 : As stated before, it’s vital to comment all programs you write.  Normally it is usual to include 
the name and contact details of the author, but for this very simple example the given information is 
probably enough. 
 
Line 6 : The C language has several ways of reusing code - this line basically includes a small amount of 
code from another file (one that comes as standard with all compilers) that allows you to input/output text 
from/to the keyboard/screen.  Exactly what this does will be discussed later.  It is important you include this 
at the top of every C program you write otherwise the code may not compile correctly. 
 
Line 7 : C code is difficult to read at the best of times, so it is vitally important to make sure it’s well 
spaced out, including blank lines in-between all major sections of code and complex lines. 
 
Line 8 : This is the main function, the program starts after the ‘{’ and runs until the matching ‘}’ as 
previously discussed. 
 
Line 9 : This is the main part of the program, the actual instructions to the computer.  This is a call to a 
function ‘printf’ (this will be full explained in the section on functions).  This prints out the message ‘Hello 
World!’ onto the computer screen.  As with all lines of actual C code, it ends with a semi colon. 
 
Line 10 : This indicates the end of a block of code, in this case the main function. 
 
Line 11 : C source code files should always finish with a blank line, as some C compilers will generate 
errors if they don’t. 
 
TASK 1. Copy the code for the hello world program into a C source code file, compile it and run it.  It is 
vitally important to copy it exactly, as the slightest error (such as leaving out a “) will mean that it won’t 
compile correctly. 
 
TASK 2. Try making minor alterations to the program and see if it will compile / how it affects the 
program.  One of the real skills of effective programming is being able to debug code and this should give 
you an idea of what kinds of mistakes cause what compiler errors. 


