Introduction to Computers


INTRODUCTION

Thirty-five years ago, few people worked with computers.  Computer users were limited to specially trained operators and engineers.

[image: image1.jpg]




No one could have anticipated that today every office worker would be required to work with computers or that most people would use computers in their everyday lives – both at home and at school.  In fact, over 80% of U.S. households now have at least one computer.
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Therefore, it is important to learn about the parts of a computer, how a computer operates, some of the tasks a computer can perform, and the many responsibilities of being a computer user.  It is also important to understand how the computer you are using today evolved and how this incredible tool can give you access to one of the greatest sources of information – the Internet.

BRIEF HISTORY OF COMPUTERS

Although the microcomputer, the PC (personal computer), was not developed until the early 1980’s, computers have actually been around for a long time.  A major step in computer technology was the development in the early 1800’s of machines that could be programmed.  The operation was controlled by cards with holes punched in them.  In 1886, an electric punch-card machine was developed that could be used with electricity.  In 1890, the U.S. Census results were tabulated for the first time with this new electrically driven punch-card tabulator.


In 1944, engineers from IBM and Howard Aiken of Harvard University developed a 50-foot long by 8-foot high machine that was able to add, subtract, multiply, divide, and refer to data tables using punched cards.


In 1945, a team from the University of Pennsylvania developed a machine for the U.S. Army’s Ballistics Research Lab.  This machine could make calculations a thousand times faster than earlier devices.  The machine weighed approximately 30 tons and covered about 1,000 square feet of floor space.


In 1947, a method was developed for storing programs electronically.  This invention of storing programs led the way for the development of today’s computers.  Before this invention, computers were wired to perform only certain tasks.  If you wanted to change the task, the computer had to be rewired.


The first machine to be called a computer was completed in 1948. In 1951, the first commercial computer was completed.  Eight of them were sold.


In addition to becoming more versatile, computers were also becoming faster, cheaper, and smaller.  Computers were designed to perform tasks that responded to machine instructions.  One of the original IBM computers could perform about 2,000 instructions per second.  By the mid-1970’s, operating speed had increased by more than 2,000%, to 43,000 instructions per second.  By the late 1980’s, computers had begun to be rated in MIPS (millions of instructions per second).  Today’s fastest supercomputers can handle well over a billion instructions per second.


The development of tiny silicon chips led the way for desktop microcomputers, or PC’s.  Microcomputers were first introduced in the mid-1970’s.  At that time, these small computers had limited memory and storage ability.  Two major developments occurred in the early 1970’s that led the way for the incredible growth of the computer industry.  In 1975, Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak started the Apple Computer Company in the Jobs’ family garage.  Also in 1975, Paul Allen and Bill Gates established their own company, Microsoft.


Today’s modern PC is the direct result of the advancements made by Apple Computer and IBM in hardware and software development, Microsoft in software development, and chip manufacturers such as Motorola and Intel in processor development.  These advancements have brought us computers that have thousands of times the capability of those much large computer systems of years ago – at a fraction of the cost.

THE COMPUTER SYSTEM

A computer is an electronic device that can perform tasks and calculations based on the instructions it has been given.

How a Computer System Works
Although computers amaze us with their apparent “intelligence”, all of their functions are based on three very simple tasks:

· Compare numbers or symbols to see if they are the same

· Add two numbers together

· Subtract one number from another

Computers can perform these tasks with great speed, accuracy, and reliability.  Once data has been entered into the computer, the computer then processes the data, and the desired information is displayed.  How does the computer know what to do with the data?  A software program, a detailed set of computer instructions installed in the computer, tells the computer what to do.

There are two types of computer software programs.  One is system program software, which controls the way computer parts work together.  The other is application program software, which tells the computer to perform a specific task.  (See section on Software.)

Types of Computers
Computers vary in type, size, speed, and capability.  The most common type of computer used in homes, offices, and schools is the personal computer (more commonly known as the PC).  A PC is a computer that is small enough to fit on a desk, is relatively inexpensive, and is designed for an individual user.  Laptop computers (also called notebooks), which are portable also fall into this category.
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Other types of computers include the following:

· Supercomputer

The supercomputer is the fastest type of computer.  It can store data and perform numerous tasks simultaneously at incredible speeds.  This type of computer is used for specialized tasks that require vast amounts of mathematical calculations such as weather forecasting and medical and weapons research.  Usually comprising many computers working in unison, the supercomputer is used only by government agencies, educational institutions, and large corporations.

· Mainframe
Mainframe computers are less powerful and less expensive than supercomputers, but they are still capable of storing and processing large amounts of data.  Several hundred individuals can access a mainframe, using their own terminals, at the same time.  These computers are used most often by universities, medical institutions, and large companies such as banks and brokerage houses, where it is necessary to complete millions of daily transactions and save corresponding amounts of data.

· Minicomputer
The minicomputer, also called a server, is smaller than a mainframe and larger than a microcomputer.  It can support multiple users, with their own terminals, at the same time.  Medium-sized companies, such as accounting, advertising, and manufacturing firms, typically use these computers.

Computer Memory
Computer memory is composed of circuits that are contained in tiny computer chips.  The number of memory locations is stated in terms of bytes.  A byte is a unit of storage capable of holding a single character.  A byte is equal to 8 bits.  Large amounts of memory are indicated in terms of kilobytes (K or KB), megabytes (M or MB), and gigabytes (G or GB).  A kilobyte is equal to 1,024 bytes, and megabyte is equal to 1,048,576 bytes, and a gigabyte is equal to 1,073,741,824 bytes.


Every computer comes with a certain amount of physical memory, usually referred to as main memory or random access memory (RAM).  Think of main memory as an array of boxes, each of which can hold a single byte of information.  A computer that has 1 megabyte of memory, therefore, can hold about 1 million bytes (or characters) of information.


Read-only memory (ROM), is computer memory on which data has been prerecorded.  Data recorded on a ROM chip can only be read; it cannot be deleted.  Unlike RAM, ROM preserves its contents even when the computer is shut down.  Personal computers contain some ROM memory that stores critical programs such as those needed for system start-up.

Processing Power

A computer’s processing speed (also known as clock speed) is measured in megahertz (MHz) and gigahertz (GHz).  In 1993, the average computer processing speed was 25 MHz.  By the end of 1994, the average processing speed increased to 66 MHz for the PC.  At that time, the 486DX2 chip was new, and there was talk about two new revolutionary chips from Motorola and IBM – the PowerPC and the Pentium chips.


The PowerPC chip’s speed started at 60 MHz and was capable of running at 120 MHz – unheard of in 1996.  The Pentium chip matched these speeds.  Within a year, chip speeds increased exponentially.  Today, the PowerPC can run up to 2.7 GHz, and the current speed for a Pentium 4 runs at 3.8 GHz.


Although processor speed is one major factor in determining a computer’s speed, there are several other significant factors that can increase a computer’s operating speed.  In addition to faster RAM (the memory chips that hold data when the computer is running), computers now take advantage of a data buffer called cache (pronounced “cash”).  Cache is a region of the hard drive or RAM that temporarily stores frequently accessed data so that it can be retrieved more quickly and efficiently in the future.
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As for the future, both Motorola and Intel are working on the next generation of processors, again exceeding current processing speeds.  These advancements in technology will be a step toward computers that are 100 billion times as fast as today’s most powerful personal computers.

PARTS OF A COMPUTER


A computer system is made up of two principal components:  hardware and software.

Computer Hardware

Hardware

Hardware refers to the physical parts of a computer and includes four main components: input devices, processing unit, output devices, and storage devices.

Input Devices

Input devices transport data into the computer.

· Keyboard
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The keyboard is the most commonly used input device.  It contains typewriter-like keys as well as specialized keys for entering data.

· Mouse, pointing stick, trackball, light pen, puck, and touchpad
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These small alternative input devices direct the movement of the insertion point on the screen.
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· Optical character recognition (OCR) system
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This device scans the printed page and translates characters and images into a computer file that can be edited (by a word processing application, for example).

· Scanner
A scanner is a device that can read text or illustrations and transmit them in a digitized format to the computer screen.  Scanners can be small handheld devices, or as large as a photocopy machine.

· Digital Camera
This is a filmless camera that captures images into memory storage.  A digital camera’s images can be transferred to a computer and edited, inserted into a document, or printed.

· Video Input Camcorder

A video input camcorder is a digital video camera that can record live audio and video, which can then be downloaded into a computer for multi-media applications.

· Microphone

A microphone accepts voice input to enter data or execute commands.

Processing Unit
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The processing unit, also referred to as the microprocessor or CPU (central processing unit), is the “brain” of the computer.  This piece of hardware contains the computer chips and circuits that control and manipulate data to produce information.
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Output Devices

Output devices allow the user to see or hear the information that the computer compiles.

· Printers
Printers are devices that print text or graphics onto paper.  Printers come in a variety of types and are categorized as either impact or nonimpact.  An impact printer uses a device that strikes a ribbon on paper; nonimpact printers use laser and inkjet technology.  The quality of the print and the printing speed determines the cost of a printer.

· Monitor
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A monitor, also known as a display, a VDT (video display terminal), or simply a computer screen, allows the user to view computer information.  There are two types of monitors: CRT (cathode ray tube) monitors and LCD (liquid crystal display) monitors.  CRT monitors use the same tube as found inside your TV.  These monitors are capable of changing their resolution, which is the clarity and sharpness of an on-screen image.


If you look closely at a computer screen, you will see that it is made up of pixels, which is a series of dots.  The more closely packed the pixels, the higher the resolution of the image.  CRT monitors give the best look to full-motion video and provide better control over color calibration for graphic artists.


LCD monitors are the screens most commonly used in laptop computers.  They are quickly becoming the monitor of choice for many desktop users as well.  They take up less room than CRT’s, use less energy, and cause less eye fatigue.
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Speakers
Speakers are devices that amplify sound.  Speakers can be internal or external to the computer.

Storage Devices
Storage devices allow instructions and data to be saved.  Some storage devices are housed within the computer; others are removable and thus allow data to be transported from one computer to another.

· Hard Drive
A hard drive, an internal storage device, is also known as a “fixed” disk.  Hard drives can hold huge amounts of information.  The size of the drive – that is, how much information it can save – affects the price of the computer.  A computer that has on “gig” (gigabyte) of storage capacity can hold 1 billion bytes of information.

· Floppy Disks
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Floppy disks (often called diskettes) are bendable, oxide-coated, magnetic plastic devices with a hard cover that can be inserted and removed from a disk drive.  The 3½ inch floppy disk can store 1.4 MB of data.

· Zip Disks
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Zip disks are larger versions of floppy disks.  Each Zip disk can hold as much information as 80 floppy disks (about 100 megabytes).  Zip disks require a Zip drive, which can be connected inside or outside of the computer.

· Thumb Drives
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Thumb drives are small hard drives that can easily fit in a pocket or on a key chain.  Current storage capacity for Thumb drives exceeds 4 Gigabytes.  Thumb drives use a type of memory called Flash memory.  Data saved on Flash memory has a life span of 10 years.

· CD (compact disc)
Compact discs can store approximately 650 megabytes of data, or the equivalent of about 500 floppy disks.  They are commonly used by the software and music industry.  They are also the medium of choice for the average computer user because they can store a fair amount of graphics, video, and audio at a relatively inexpensive price.  CD-ROM discs require a CD-ROM drive.  Data saved on a CD-ROM has a life expectancy of 5 to 10 years.

· DVD (digital video disk)
A DVD can store huge amounts of data (approximately 4.7 gigabytes, or about 4700 megabytes).  DVDs are most commonly used by the movie industry because they can store and play high-quality video.  Data saved on a DVD has a life expectancy of 30-100 years.

· DAT (digital audio tape)
A digital audio tape is a standard magnetic tape that resembles basic audiocassettes.  DATs have the ability to hold tremendous amounts of information on a tape much smaller than an audiocassette.  DAT devices can hold up to 10 separate DAT tapes, each of which can hold up to 26 gigabytes of information.

Software

Software is a set of instructions written by programmers in a machine – or, programming – language that tells the computer what to do, how to do it, and when to perform tasks based on input from the user.  The numerous programming languages include FORTRAN, COBOL, BASIC, C, C++, Java, JavaScript, Visual Basic, Visual C++, and RPG.


The words “software”, “program”, and “application” are used interchangeably.  There are two types of software: operating system software and application software.  Application software (like Microsoft Office) can run only when operating system software (like Windows XP) is installed and running on a computer.  Operating system software can be compared to the foundation of a house; application software can be compared to the rooms within a house.

Application Software
Sometimes referred to as “tool” software, applications software provides the tools needed to complete a task.  Tool software is widely used by businesses, government, schools, and individuals for anything from financial management, Web surfing, and word processing to sound engineering, graphic design, and cooking.


The most common types of application software include the following:

· Word processing
Word processing software is used to create and print documents such as letters, memos, and reports.  This type of software allows for easy editing of text.  Microsoft Word is an example of word processing software.
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· Spreadsheet
Spreadsheet software is used for analysis and reporting of statistical or numerical data to complete such tasks as preparing budgets, payroll, balance sheets, and profit and loss statements.  Spreadsheet software can create charts from statistical information.  Microsoft Excel and Lotus 1-2-3 are examples of spreadsheet software.
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· Database

Database software allows the user to collect, store, organize, modify, and extract data.  Microsoft Access is an example of database software.

· Accounting

Accounting software is used for organizing and managing money and finances.  QuickBooks is an example of this type of software.

· Groupware

Groupware is software that helps groups of users communicate and organize activities, meetings, and events through one common interface.  For example, group software is used within corporations so all employees can share the same common screens on their computers.  Lotus Notes is an example of groupware.

· Communication

Communication software is used to transmit and receive information from one computer to another.  For the transfer to take place, both the receiver and the sender must have the software installed.

· Internet Browser
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Internet browser software is used to locate and display Web pages.  The most popular Internet browsers are Netscape Navigator and Microsoft Internet Explorer.

· File Transfer
File transfer software, also known as FTP, is used to transfer files from one computer to another.  FTP software is most commonly used to upload and download data from a Web server.  WS_FTP and Core FTP are two examples of FTP software.

· E-mail Programs
E-mail programs are used to send and retrieve e-mail from a mail server.  Microsoft Outlook is an example of an e-mail program.  Many e-mail programs, such as Outlook, are now part of other software applications.  For example, you can now e-mail directly from within all Microsoft Office XP applications.

· Online Service
Online service software provides subscribers with the ability to communicate with one another, through e-mail for example, as well as connect with unlimited third party information providers, such as news, weather, and sports bureaus.  America Online and Earthlink are examples of online service software providers.  Access to this information also requires communications equipment.  (See section on Telecommunications). 

· Presentation
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Presentation software is used to create slides that can be shown while an oral report is given.  The slides often summarize report data and emphasize report highlights.  Microsoft PowerPoint is an example of presentation software.

· Voice Recognition
Voice recognition software is used to create, edit, and format documents by speaking into a microphone (which is attached to the computer).  The dictation is transcribed directly onto the computer.  Dragon Naturally Speaking and Point and Click are two popular voice recognition software products.

· Web Page
Web page software is used to create and manage professional-quality Web sites.   Microsoft FrontPage and Adobe PageMill are examples of Web page design software.

· Graphics
A variety of graphics software packages are used to create charts, pictures, illustrations, drawings, and 3D images.  Included in this category are the following types of programs:

· Paint

· Illustration/ design

· Photo-editing

· Desktop publishing

THE INTERNET

The Internet is a worldwide network of smaller computer networks all linked together by unique IP (Internet Protocol) addresses.  These computers may be located in businesses, schools, research foundations, government offices, hospitals, and/or individuals’ homes.  The Internet has unlimited uses.  Businesses use the Internet to share information and to advertise their services and products.  Students use the Internet for research and to share information with fellow students and professors.  The Internet can be used to book airline flights, buy movie tickets, check your savings account, buy and sell stocks, order a pizza, shop for a gift, apply to a college, find a job, and buy a home.  Internet users can also share personal information about themselves through chat groups, bulletin boards, and e-mail.


To access the Internet, a user must sign up with an Internet Service Provider (ISP), which sells access to the Internet for a monthly charge.  Some popular ISPs include the Microsoft Network, America Online, Earthlink, and AT&T Worldnet.  Connecting via modem to an ISP allows a user access to the World Wide Web, a service of the Internet on which pages, or Web sites, display information.  These Web sites are created by companies, individuals, schools, religious institutions, government agencies – just about anybody.


By subscribing to an ISP, a user is offered much more than just access to the Web.  Other ISP services include e-mail, news on demand, personal Web site hosting, and much more.


Some ISPs offer specific online content such as Dow Jones News Retrieval and Lexis/Nexis.  These ISPs provide financial and business news that is updated daily.  The cost to use these services depends on how much of the information is downloaded.


Web sites reside on a Web server, a dedicated computer that delivers Web pages.  Every Web server has an IP address and possibly a domain name.  Domain names are used in URLs (Uniform Resource Locators), to identify particular Web sites.  (A URL is also referred to as a Web address).  For example in the URL http://www.microsoft.com, the domain name is microsoft.com.  A domain suffix identifies the Web site as a commercial (.com), noncommercial (.org), government (.gov), educational (.edu), U.S. military (.mil.), or network (.net) organization.


Information on the Web is created using a programming language called HTML (hypertext markup language).  A Web browser translates HTML into a readable format.  The Internet user can choose to use one of several dozen different Web browsers.  Some popular Web browsers include Netscape Navigator and Microsoft Internet Explorer.  Certain Web sites have a different look when viewed with different Web browsers due to translation inconsistencies.  A Web browser can locate a specific site by its uniform resource locator (URL).

You can transmit files between a computer workstation and a file server (a dedicated computer) or a Web server.  File transfer protocol, or FRP, is a format for transmitting data from one device to another in order to make the files available on the Internet.  HTTP is a protocol used to transfer files from a Web server onto a browser in order to view Web pages that are on the Internet.  Both FTP and HTTP can be used to transfer data from one computer device to another.  FTP is the preferred method to download large amounts of data from the internet because it is a much faster standard than HTTP.

TELECOMMUNICATIONS

To transmit data over a phone line, you need a modem.  A modem (modulator/demodulator) is a device that connects a computer to a phone line, allowing data to be transmitted from one computer to another.  For the transmission to work, both computers must have modems and the appropriate communications software.  A modem can be internal (inside the computer in the form of a circuit board) or external.


Modems have various speeds at which they transmit data.  Downloading files and transmitting data requires fast modem speeds.  Otherwise, tasks can be very time consuming.  Traditional dial-up modems provide online access through telephone lines at speeds up to 57.6 bits per second (bps).  A cable modem, however, gives users high-speed Internet access through a cable line at more than 1 million bits per second.  A bit is a single binary unit of measurement.


Satellite broadband offers Internet access by way of satellites.  Through a satellite dish that sits on top of your home or business, your computer uses a special satellite modem to send and receive requests to the dish on top of your building, which then sends and receives signals from satellites that are orbiting the earth.  Satellite broadband may be slower than other Internet services that provide high-speed connections because of the enormous distances signals must travel from the earth to the satellite and back again.


A fax modem not only transmits data, but allows graphics and documents to be sent as well.  In this respect, the modem is similar to a real facsimile machine; however, the computer, unlike the fax machine, can receive faxes while it is turned off.  To transmit faxes via the computer, you need to have the appropriate communications software package installed.


There are various ways to transmit data, sound, and video electronically.  Here are some of the more common options:

· Electronic mail (e-mail)
This method of transmitting electronic messages does not necessarily use a telephone line or assistance from an ISP.  It may use a network system also known as an intranet.  Users are able to send message to one or more Internet mailboxes simultaneously.  They can also retrieve messages.  Access to an electronic mailbox is exclusive and limited.  Generally, users of the mailbox must know a password, or code, to send or retrieve messages 24 hours a day to anyone around the world who has an e-mail address.  E-mail addresses are usually formatted in a specific way: user@domain.com.  For example, John Doe works for the Pixie Soda Company.  His e-mail address might be: john.doe@pixiesoda.com.

· Fax
A term derived from the “facsimile: (which means “duplicate” or “copy”), a fax is a machine connected to a telephone that scans a document and translates the visual image into electronic impulses.  These impulses are then transmitted along telephone lines to another fax machine at a different location.  The remote machine receives the electronic impulses, reconstructs the visual image of the document, and prints out an exact copy of the original document.

· Electronic Bulletin Board
Information on a variety of topics can be placed on or accessed from an electronic bulletin board.  Through a computer connection to the Internet, it is possible to “talk” with other users, “discussing” or exchanging information on topics ranging from zoology to taxes, stock and bonds to medical issues.  Access to some bulletin boards is free; others charge a subscription fee.

· Teleconferencing
Teleconferencing allows people in different locations to see and hear one another.  A videoconference is accomplished by using television cameras and microphones to transmit voice and video signals through satellite networks.

Networks

A computer network is a linked group of computers.  Networks allow computers to share information, programs, printers, or scanners, or to facilitate communication between people via e-mail.  There are two principle kinds of networks: intra networks and inter networks.  An intranet refers to an internal network confined within a specific location, usually one particular office, building, or company.  An intranet is sometimes referred to as a LAN (local area network).  An intranet can also include several interlinked LANs.


The main purpose of an intranet is to share files and records within a company.  An intranet can also be used to facilitate group collaboration and for teleconferences.  For example, a law office might set up its own intranet so that every computer in the office can access the same files and case information and every computer prints to the same printer.  An intranet can connect users to a common file server (minicomputer) that allows all of the computers connected to the network to access the same hard drive or the Internet, or to go outside the company to a WAN (wide area network).

Regardless of whether you are connected to a LAN or a WAN, you must always enter a password to access, or “log in to”, the network.  Network connections transmit data at a much faster speed than does a modem or a telephone line.


In addition to networked computers, businesses have the ability to communicate with workers outside the office as well as with overseas co-workers through telecommunication and the Internet.  Developing computer video and sound technology makes it possible for business meetings to take place entirely through computers (videoconferencing).  This is known as the “virtual office.”  Because the Internet provides 24-hour access to information, businesses that operate in multiple locations and time zones can continue to work even when one workday is ending and another is just beginning.  Workers no longer need to share office space or have a networked computer to share important information and accomplish team projects.


Many households with more than one computer are establishing networks so that the computers can share an Internet connection, printers, and data files.  There are four main technologies that allow a user to set up a home computer network:


Ethernet technology requires an Ethernet card that slips into one of the computer’s slots.  Each computer must be linked with cables to its Ethernet connectors.  If you have more than two computers in your network, you need to connect them all to either a hub (a common connection point for devices in a network) or, for a little more money, a router (a connection device that connects any number of LANs, or local area networks).  The advantage of a router is that it lets each computer in the network connect to the Internet without having to have another computer turned on.  The disadvantage of this type of setup is cabling, which can involve running cables through walls and ceilings.


Phone line technology uses your home’s existing phone wires to link computers.  Each computer connects to the network via a phone jack.


Power line technology uses your home’s electrical wiring to link computers.  Each computer connects to the network through an electrical wall outlet.


Wireless technology works like a cordless phone.  A wireless base station broadcasts to a special card inside, or to a small device attached to, each desktop or laptop.  Heavy walls, aluminum siding, or brickwork can block transmissions.  In addition, Wireless technology only works when the base station is within a short distance of the computer.


To summarize, the major components needed to assemble a home network include the following:


· Ethernet cable – connects computers to networking devices such as routers or hubs.

· Hub – connects several computers so they can “see” each other.

· Network card (also known as the Ethernet card) – provides an outlet for networking or for directly connecting to a DSL or cable modem.  (DSL, an acronym for Digital Subscriber Line, is a high-speed transmission line used for sending data).

· Printer server – resides near a printer and connects the printer directly to the network so you can use the printer without having to keep any particular computer turned on.

· Router – has outlets for computers, high-speed modems, and print servers.  Once a router is connected to the Internet, any computer connected to it can go online, even if other computers are turned off.

· Wireless access – lets you wirelessly connect multiple devices, such as laptops or printers, to a network that is otherwise connected by wires.

Telecommuting

Telecommuting is a term used to describe employees using technology to perform regular work activities from a remote location.  Telecommuting moves the work to the worker instead of vice versa, almost completely eliminating the need for a downtown business office.


The typical telecommuter has a personal computer (usually a laptop) with a fax/cellular modem.  Once dialed into the company network as a remote user, the telecommuter has full use of the company’s intranet, including the e-mail system, file server, and, in some cases, Internet capability as well.

Wireless Computing

Wireless computing allows you to work from almost anywhere, and gives you access to all kinds of information when you are on the go by maintaining a data connection with a remote network.  Some popular wireless communication devices are PDAs (personal digital assistants), cellular phones, and mobile e-mail devices.


The PDA is a handheld device that combines computing, telephone/fax, and networking features.  Information can be input into a PDA using a keyboard, a stylus (a pen-like device), or your own voice.  Today, Palm Pilots are one of the most popular PDA brands.


Cellular phones allow for text messaging.  Text messaging can be used for short messages, which are usually sent between two or more mobile phones.

Mobile e-mail devices provide access to e-mail accounts, allowing users to read and send e-mails, as well as view calendars and contact information, which exist on their Internet-connected PCs.  Blackberry is a popular line of mobile e-mail devices that includes air-time and software.

COMPUTERS AND SOCIETY
At home, computers perform many functions.  Application software can be used to calculate an individual’s taxes, the household budget, and interest on a personal loan, or to determine an amount owed on a mortgage.  In addition, banks offer individuals the opportunity to do their banking through the Internet – without ever having to leave their homes.  Financial transactions can be performed on one’s personal computer which, through the Internet, can be linked with a bank’s computers.


In addition, many home computers have Internet access and more and more home users are able to use the World Wide Web to shop.  Internet credit card purchasing has increased significantly.  Now you can book a flight to Walt Disney World, reserve a hotel room, order a pizza, and buy books, clothing, vitamins, or even concert tickets with very little effort.


Miss your favorite show?  Just log on and watch the latest several episodes online anytime.

Tired of television?  Then play games!  Computer-based video games have become increasingly popular among young and old alike.  The types of games available range from traditional games – such as chess, backgammon, and poker, which are adapted to video screens – to more complex, interactive games – such as flight simulation and strategy games in which the computer is a challenging opponent.


Computers are often present in the household in less visible ways.  Home heating thermostats, watches, cars, and even children’s toys all contain complicated computer systems.  Washing machines, microwave ovens, answering machines, and dishwashers are just a few of the household appliances containing small computers that greatly reduce manual household labor.  Furthermore, with the use of Home Automation software and hardware, homeowners can now turn their appliances on and off from remote locations, such as the workplace or from a hotel room.

Future Technologies

Computer technology is developing at an extraordinary rate.  It has been said that the state of technology doubles in efficiency and speed every year.  Computer hardware and software become obsolete within months of their initial development, while at the same time new products with extraordinary capabilities become available to the general market.  For example, DVDs (digital versatile or video discs) have seven times the storage capacity of CD-ROMs without taking up any more space.  In addition, DVD players are backward compatible and thus able to support the soon-to-be-outdated CD-ROMs, and traditional VHS tapes.


Another example of rapidly developing technology is virtual reality.  Virtual reality (VR) software uses three-dimensional graphics and special devices such as a data glove and VR goggles to allow the user to interact with a computing environment in “real space”.  Although many people are familiar with VR in relation to computer simulation games, the development of VR technology has had a significant impact on many professions, such as the military, and fields of research.


Voice recognition software technology is making incredible advancements in perfecting the computer’s ability to carry out voice commands and take dictation.  It is now possible to purchase software for as little as $200 that allows the user to speak naturally into the computer up to 160 words per minute without pausing between words.  The words appear immediately on the computer’s screen.


An up-and-coming technology known as webcasting is the merging of the personal computer with the television.  Web TV is a television that can be used to surf the Internet.  Computer data must still be converted into signals that can be understood by the television.  With the development of digital television and cable modems, however, complete webcast, with high-quality resolution, will be a definite reality.

Your Responsibility Using a Computer

In business, workers mostly deal with public information; however, a great deal of private information (e.g. phone numbers, social security numbers, tax records, credit card information, medical histories, and legal records) is also stored on computers.  Access to this information usually required knowledge of passwords and/or codes.  Therefore, a computer database may be a secure place to keep private, extremely important, or secret records.  Computer databases can be a more secure storage medium than a piece of paper.  Some of the U.S. government’s top secret records and research files are entered into computers.  In the wrong hands, such information could do great damage.


When irresponsible or unethical individuals, sometimes referred to as hackers, discover ways to break codes and gain access to classified files, personal security, as well as national security, may be threatened.


A great deal of responsibility goes along with personal computing.  Working in an office allows you to obtain confidential information only when you are authorized to do so.  It is a criminal offense to retrieve or view information from a private or limited-access computer or database without permission.  It is also illegal to make copies of software programs without the proper authorization.  In addition, information provided on the World Wide Web is usually copyrighted and protected by the creators and Webmasters of the site.  Copying software or duplicating information from the Web for public business is a violation of U.S. copyright infringement regulations.  Violators are subject to prosecution and imprisonment.  Finally, when using information from the Internet for independent research, cite the Web site, author, and original source where applicable.  Failure to do so is considered plagiarism.

CARE OF YOUR COMPUTER, PERIPHERALS, AND DATA

To maximize the use of your computer, take steps to maintain its operation.  Some maintenance is required periodically; other care is required each time you use your computer.  It is also critical to take positive, proactive steps to reduce the risk of data loss.

Care of Computer and Peripherals

System Care  The system case should be cleaned, both inside and out, on a regular basis to prevent buildup of dust.

· Wipe the outside case clean with a damp cloth.  Never spray liquids directly on the casing.

· The inside of the computer can be cleaned by using a compressed-air can to blow out dust, or by using a small handheld vacuum to remove the dust.

· Check the power supply fan periodically to be sure that it has good ventilation and is free of dirt and dust buildup.

Monitors
· Clean monitors using a soft, damp cloth to remove the dust, which accumulates rather quickly.  This should be done at least once a week.

· Be sure to check that the monitor’s cooling vents are never blocked.

· Do not keep monitors turned on for extended periods of time, and certainly not overnight.  This will minimize safety risks and increase the monitor’s life span.

Floppy Disk Drives  Unlike hard disk drives, which are sealed within the central processing unit of the computer, floppy drives are exposed to the outside air.  The drive’s read/write heads should be cleaned every few months using alcohol or special cleaning kits.

Keyboards  Keyboards are somewhat resistant to abuse, but over time they will develop keys that stick or repeat if they are not maintained.  To avoid these problems, keep food and liquids away from the keyboard.

· Develop a “no eating and drinking” policy while using the computer.  Should liquids spill into the keyboard, it is likely you will need to replace it.

· Clean the key caps at least once every six months, and use compressed air to blow out dust from between the keys.

Mice  Like keyboards, mice are handled all the time and tend to accumulate a good deal of dirt.  If the ball becomes dirty, it will not roll properly and the pointer will not react on the screen’s surface.  Use a damp cloth to clean the mouse and the rollers inside the mouse unit at least once a month.

Care of Media

Floppy Disks
· Do not subject disks to temperatures above 120 degrees, because they will warp and all data on them will be lost.  Keep disks in a cool, dry place.

· Do not touch the surface of the disk, because fingerprints or dirt can cause problems when trying to read the disk.

· Do not expose disks to moisture or liquid.

· Do not expose disks to magnetic fields (magnets, stereo speakers, home appliances).  This too can cause data loss.

· Although disks are called “floppy”, the magnetic tape within the jacket should NOT BE BENT.  Doing so will damage the disk.

· Airport X-ray machines do not affect disks.

Compact Discs (CDs) and DVDs  CD and DVD discs are more durable than floppies and, therefore, do not require as much special care.

· CDs should not be subjected to temperatures above 100 degrees.

· Do not handle the surface of a CD.  Doing so may cause the surface to become scratched, which will interfere with the computer’s ability to read the disc.

· Moisture and liquids will not harm a CD.  If a CD becomes wet, simply wipe it off with a soft cloth.

· CDs are not affected by magnetic fields.

· CDs can be cleaned using a damp, soft cloth.

· Airport X-ray machines do not affect CDs.

Care of Data

To prevent data loss, perform daily backup of your data from your hard drive to a floppy disk, Zip disk, or tape drive.


To avoid losing data in an unexpected shutdown of your computer, be sure to:

· Save data frequently in all applications.

· Close all open applications.

· Shut down your operating system according to the instructions given to you by the system.

Install a virus-scan program on your computer to protect data from becoming infected.

Delete unwanted files from your hard drive monthly to increase hard drive performance.
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