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So, you’re using a computer

What is a computer system?
A computer system is made up of devices that allow you to enter data, process the
data, store it and then output the results. This is done using a combination of
hardware and software.

A task without a computer
If you a preparing a piece of work without a computer you may do the following:

• write a plan or list of key points to be included
• use a pen or pencil to write the work on paper
• read your work, make changes and then re-draft it
• revise the work
• hand the work in.

In doing this you will have carried out the following tasks:

• entered data (that is, the raw material from which we get information) writing
with a pen or pencil

• processed data by arranging and rearranging the words
• stored data on paper
• presented it for correction.

You may have redrafted the work several times before you are happy with it.
Figure 2.1 shows the things you have done.

In the preparation of work without a computer you have used a pen or pencil
as an input device, processed data, stored it on paper and then output it on
paper. You have used paper to store the work and for output.
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Completing a task
without a computer
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Your turn
1 Where do you use a computer—at school or at home? What are the three tasks you most

often do with the computer?
2 List the things you would like to use a computer for in the future. Use your imagination

and try to think of things that computers cannot do at the moment.

Using a computer system
A computer system involves the same process: data is input, processed, stored and
then output. Figure 2.2 shows the steps in using a computer to complete a task. A
computer system consists of input devices, a computer processor, a storage device
and output devices. (Compare Figures 2.1 and 2.2.) The computer system is made
up of both hardware and software.

What makes up a computer?

Hardware
Hardware consists of the parts you can actually touch, hold and move (with care).
This includes the central processing unit (CPU), monitor, keyboard and a mouse
or pointing device. Other pieces of hardware that can be attached to a computer
are called peripheral devices—these include printers, disk drives, scanners, digital
cameras, compact disc (CD) drives and digital video (DVD) drives.

Software
Software is made up of a series of instructions that tell the hardware what to do.
The sequence of instructions is called a computer program. You cannot see or
touch computer software. It is stored as electronic impulses on disk.

Each computer has an operating system. This software makes the computer
usable—it provides a link between the hardware and the person using the
computer. When the computer is turned on, the operating system starts up the
computer.

Figure 2.2
How a computer
system completes
a task
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Central processing unit (CPU)
The central processing unit (CPU) is the
part of the computer system where all
calculations and instructions are carried
out. The CPU controls the performance of
all other parts of the computer.

The CPU is usually a silicon chip—that
is, a small device made of silicon on to
which a circuit is printed using a
photographic process.

Random access memory (RAM)
Computer memory refers to the internal part of the computer used to store
instructions and data. When an application is run, instructions are loaded into
random access memory (RAM). Each application requires some of the RAM to
work effectively. The amount of memory is measured in kilobytes (KB) and
megabytes (MB). One MB is equal to 1024 KB. A typical personal computer has a
minimum of 256 MB of RAM.

Read-only memory (ROM)
This part of the computer is where essential instructions and data for the
operating system are recorded. The data may be accessed but not altered by the
user—that is, it can be looked at but not changed. When a computer starts up, it
first accesses instructions stored in a read-only memory (ROM) chip.

Monitor
A computer monitor is the screen the computer uses to display input and output.
Colour monitors display a minimum of 256 colours, although some display several

Putting a CPU 
into a notebook
computer
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million. Flat screen monitors use less desk space and are easier to read than CRT
monitors.

Keyboard
A keyboard is the most common device used for entering data. Most computers
have a standard ‘QWERTY’ keyboard that has its origins in the typewriter.
‘QWERTY’ refers to the six characters on the top left-hand side of the keyboard.

When a key is pressed, it is translated into an instruction the computer can
understand.

Mouse
A mouse is a pointing device used to control the cursor and to help move around
a computer screen. It can be used to carry out commands by pointing and
clicking the mouse buttons. The standard Windows mouse has two
buttons. Many models also have a wheel.

A mouse can be connected to a computer using a cable,
usually USB. They can also be connected wirelessly using:

• Infrared
• Bluetooth.

Figure 2.3
Windows dialog
box showing 
colour choices
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What can be attached to a computer?
A peripheral device is anything external to the computer that can be attached to
the computer. Peripheral devices include:

• printers
• external disk drives
• scanners
• microphones
• CD (compact disc) drives
• modems
• video cameras
• CD writers
• DVD (digital versatile disk) writers.

Input/output devices
The devices listed above can all be used as either input or output devices. An
input device is used to transfer data into a computer. For example, a scanner can
be used to enter data in the form of a diagram or a photograph. A microphone
can be used to enter sounds.

An output device is used to present data that is transferred from a computer. A
printer is used to display a letter or essay that has been written using a computer.
Speakers can play sounds that have been recorded on a computer. A monitor can
display a presentation.

How are devices connected?
The most common method of connecting is using a Universal Serial Bus (USB).
The USB standard allows different devices to be connected to the computer. 

USB products have transfer rates from 1.5 MB per second to 480 MB per second.
Other methods of connecting include:

• Serial bus or direct connection on the back of the computer
• Firewire—used for high speed connection.

Devices can also have wireless connections using either infra red or
Bluetooth—an emerging standard for communication between devices.

Your turn
Find out information about computers you have access to at:
• school
• home or a neighbour’s or relative’s home
• the workplace of one of your parents or another adult you know.
Answer the following questions:
1 What is the brand name of the computer?
2 What is the size of the monitor?
3 How many keys are on the keyboard?
4 How much RAM does the computer have?
5 What is the size (in MB or GB) of the internal hard disk?
6 What input devices are connected to the computer?
7 What output devices are connected to the computer?

Capturing
information
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Desktop computers
A desktop computer often has a separate monitor,
keyboard and mouse. The computer is in a case that
also sits on the desk or in a tower configuration that sits
on the floor.

Extra devices can be added to the computer, such as
hard disks, network connections and optical drives.

A desktop computer may have more than one hard
disk installed in it.

Notebook computers
A notebook computer is small and compact and can be carried around in a bag.

Many people who travel for their jobs use notebook computers so they can
work away from their office and transfer the information using appropriate
devices while away or on their return.

Using a notebook computer
Using and looking after a notebook computer requires extra care. You should be
careful to:

• not drop the computer—they are sensitive instruments
• not force anything—it is likely to cause damage
• watch what you do with food and drink near your notebook
• put your computer in a safe place where it will not be knocked by heavy objects
• not leave the computer unattended.

When travelling to and from school, you
should keep the computer out of sight and,
preferably, in a backpack. Make sure you keep
backup computer disks separate from the
computer itself.

When using the computer at home, make
sure that you are sitting correctly and the
computer is at the right height. To achieve this
you can:

• attach an external keyboard and mouse to the computer

Figure 2.5 
Targus Notebook Carry Bag
A backpack provides protection for a
notebook computer and can include
pockets for a portable CD or MP3
player, a mobile phone pouch and a
water bottle holder.



16 First Byte

• use a stand to raise the computer closer to eye height
• connect the computer to an external monitor.

For further issues relating to ergonomics of computer use, see chapter 4.

Handheld Computers
Handheld computers are combining a range of functions previously found only in
desktop or notebook computers.

Handheld computers can connect to a network and can download and upload
data. They offer mobility but can be difficult to integrate into networks because
they run their own operating systems.

Handheld computers include:

• Hewlett Packard iPaq
• Palm Pilot
• Blackberry 

Some of these
computers incorporate a
mobile phone.

Network computers
The network computer includes the computer processor and a monitor but no
storage devices. The operating system software and any applications that are used
are loaded onto the computer across the network. This type of computer is also
referred to as a thin client computer.

What about software?
A computer will not work without software. Software provides the instructions to
the computer that allow you to do any of the tasks listed earlier. Computer systems
include an operating system when they are purchased and other software is
usually obtained separately.

Figure 2.6
A handheld
computer
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Types of software
Different types of programs have been written for specific tasks. For example,
computer software has been written for the following purposes:

• accounting
• communications
• computer-aided design (CAD)
• database management
• games
• publishing—on paper and electronically
• simulations
• music composing
• spreadsheet
• word processing
• programming
• graphics
• integrated packages—commonly including word processor, database,

spreadsheet, drawing and communications
• creating movies
• web page and web site creation.

Your turn
1 List the categories of software and the names of packages that are used at your school.

For example, your school may use Microsoft Word for word processing and Microsoft 
Excel as a spreadsheet.

2 Look at a newspaper advertisement for computer software and write down the name 
and price of a piece of software for each of the above categories.

3 Add another five categories of software to the above list.
4 List the names of six companies that develop software for computers.

Review questions
1 There are four main tasks involved in computing. What are they? You may answer by

drawing a diagram.
2 What is the difference between software and hardware?
3 Why is software so important?
4 The following abbreviations refer to parts of a computer system: CPU, RAM, ROM, CD,

DVD. Write what the abbreviations stand for and explain the main function of each of
these parts.

5 What is a peripheral device? Give examples of three peripheral devices that are used at
your school.

6 What is an input device? List four different input devices.
7 What is an output device? List four different output devices.

?
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Now try these
1 Ask someone who uses a notebook computer about its advantages and disadvantages

compared to using a desktop computer.
2 Imagine you are going to buy a computer. What are the three most important tasks you

will use it for? What software packages would be needed for those tasks? What 
computer hardware would you like to buy? Would you buy an IBM-compatible or 
an Apple Macintosh or some other computer type? Give three reasons for your choice.
(If you already own a computer, answer these questions from your own experience.)

3 Investigate the types of computers in your school library and your local library. List the
peripheral devices that are used in each library. Find out what are the most frequently
used applications.

4 Investigate a hand-held computer or personal digital assistant (PDA). What advantages
does it have compared to a desktop computer? What are its disadvantages?

5 Choose an emerging area of technology from the two below or select an area of your
own and write about how it is developing:
a smart cards
b voice recognition for personal computers.

6 Mr Scott McNealy, chief executive of Sun Microsystems, said that in the future electronic
devices would be connected to the Internet. This would allow communication and
interaction with other devices and automated functions to occur. He said new cars have
more than 100 microprocessors and have the capacity to be connected to the Internet.
He said that it would be useful for a motor vehicle manufacturer to have online access
to vehicles that it had produced so it could know, for example, what the tyre pressures
were.
a Do you think that it is possible for a car to be connected to the Internet? In your

discussion compare connecting a vehicle to the Internet with making a connection
from a home.

b What would be the advantages and disadvantages for the following people and
groups if cars were connected?
• motorists
• passengers in vehicles
• oil companies
• agencies that monitor traffic conditions and control traffic signals
• governments

▲
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