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Computers: An Introduction 

 
Objectives 
 

�  Work with a computer 
�  Become familiar with the Internet 
�  Use Microsoft Office software and be aware of information management 
�  Learn how the library can assist you in gaining computer skills and knowledge 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Computers have come a long way since they first came on the market many years ago.  With 
today’s computers you can accomplish so much from the comfort of your home, office or around 
the world.  Yet, lots of people are still intimidated about where to begin.   

It is pivotal to understand that the computer user controls the workings of the computer and not 
the other way around.  Computers, for many, are basically a modern-day file cabinet and what 
information they contain and how that information is manipulated starts with the user.   

 

Working with a Computer 

So, you are sitting in front of a computer, now what?  It helps to have a brief understanding of 
computers and how they operate.    

The basic components of a computer system include the case power supply, motherboard, 
processor, video card, sound card, modem/Ethernet port, memory, keyboard & mouse, monitor, 
CD/DVD drive, and hard drive.  

The hard drive, located inside the system unit, is the computer’s main storage, holding large 
amounts of information.  To save something “on the computer” means to save it onto the hard 
drive.  Its size is usually given in GB (gigabytes). 

Also it is important to know that before your computer can do anything, it needs a very important 
program called an operating system.  This program runs everything: managing the drives, 
taking input from the keyboard and mouse, keeping track of where data is stored, and making 
sure all the other applications work together.  In other words, it operates the system.   
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Later in this lesson, we will discuss Microsoft Office software.  What is software and how do we 
use it?  For now you need to know that a computer cannot do anything without exact 
instructions.  A set of instructions that makes a computer perform a certain task is called a 
program or application.  The general term for computer programs is software. 

For now, we will concentrate on the input devices that are most people’s first introduction with a 
computer, this being the mouse and keyboard.  

Most personal computers have two main standard input devices.  One is the mouse and the 
other a keyboard.  These are known as hardware.  As you gain knowledge in the use of the 
keyboard and mouse you will notice that at times it will be easier to use the keyboard for certain 
task and commands and at other times the mouse will be the best option.  There is no right or 
wrong way of using a combination keyboard and mouse task.  You will develop this skill on your 
own as your usage and knowledge increase. 

Mouse   
Why is it called the mouse?  The most popular pointing device was named a “mouse” because it 
more or less resembled one, with the cord being the tail.  How does a mouse work?  When the 
mouse is moved, the cursor will move along the screen in the same direction in which the 
mouse is being moved.  The mouse can be moved around on a flat surface to control the 
movement of a cursor on the computer display screen.  A cursor will mostly look like a small 
white arrow, but it can also appear as an I-beam (denoting an area where text can be inserted) 
or a pointing finger (a link to a particular location on your computer or webpage).   
 
Equipped with one or more buttons, the mouse can be used to select text, activate programs, or 
move items around the screen by quickly pressing and releasing one of the buttons (this is 
called clicking) or by keeping a button depressed while moving the device (this is known as click 
hold and drag). 

Which button to click, and how many times, will depend on the command function you are using.   

One left mouse click is used to make a selection of an item. 

Two left mouse clicks will almost always be equivalent to pressing enter on the 
keyboard, which means accept. 

A right click will almost always display a menu box next to the mouse pointer on the 
screen. 

 
Keyboard  
“ QWERTY” is the keyboard type used at all Hillsborough County Libraries.  As you look at your 
keyboard you will note a display of letters numbers and symbols.  Some of you may be familiar 
with them, and others might not have a clue what they are for.  If you are familiar with the old 
typewriter you will note some similarities.  The Keyboard class is just one of the many classes 
available to you where you can learn what keys like Esc, Ctrl, Alt, and F1 through F12 are for. 
 
The Internet 

The first step in learning about the Internet is to understand a computer network.  A network is 
when two or more computers are connected together and are able to share information with one 
another.   

The Internet is simply a large, world-wide network of computers – or more accurately, it is a 
global network consisting of millions of business, government, academic, and private networks.  
The Internet exists in no one place and belongs to no single nation, business, or entity.  It is 
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comprised of every single computer connected to it, from the average user’s home computer to 
the massive computer networks that power modern business. 
 
The World Wide Web is part of the Internet and allows users to access websites and view web 
pages.  It is often abbreviated as “the Web” or simply www.  The Internet also includes such 
aspects as electronic mail (email), instant messaging and chat rooms, FTP (file transfer 
protocol), and many other aspects and applications.  To better understand the internet and how 
it can play an active role in any type of research, the library offers many classes available that 
deal with various internet-related subjects.   
 
When you log on to the Internet, you open up to a home page of a website.  Notice that as you 
move your mouse around various text, icons, or images, the cursor becomes a pointed finger.  
This indicates active links to other web pages, whether within the same website or not.   
 
From a homepage, you can type any internet address in the address bar at the top and be 
directed to that website.  But you can still find websites even when you don’t know their 
complete address, by using the Search Bar in the upper right corner.   
 
When you wish to visit a website without knowing its address or just want to do some research 
on a particular subject, just type in a brief description of what you are looking for into the Search 
Bar and then press the “Enter” key on your keyboard.  Your Web Browser will execute a search 
for the website(s) you wish to visit and bring up many related results. Just click around (watch 
when the cursor changes) to find out which website best serves your purpose. 
 
The Search Bar is powered by a search engine, and, while most operate in a similar manner, be 
aware that there are some differences.  The best way to become familiar with a search engine is 
to work with it.  There are many, but Google (www.google.com), Yahoo (www.yahoo.com), Ask 
(www.ask.com), and MSN (www.msn.com) are the most well-known.   
 
Another popular aspect of the Internet is email.  Email is short for "electronic mail.”  An email is 
just a message sent from one computer to another.  

Email sent over the Internet typically passes through several stations, called servers, much like 
post offices. You retrieve email from your email server either with an application or through a 
web site. Most free email accounts are accessed through web sites. 

With email, you can create messages to send to friends, family and business associates.  But 
you can also send links to websites or send attachments of information that you have created 
and saved using the computer’s software programs.  There are many opportunities when 
working with email, and the library offers classes that make using email easy and effective. 
 
Microsoft Office Software and Information Management 

The Microsoft Office Suite software is designed for home, school, work and businesses.  The 
suites can include Word, Excel, PowerPoint, Access, and Outlook.   
 
We can create documents such as letters or resumes using Word.  We use PowerPoint to 
create slide-show presentations.  Using Excel, it is easy to create computational spreadsheets 
and address books, and even share these with others either through direct file transfer or as 
attachments to documents.  You can create a complex database with Access and use the 
information to create reports.  You can cross reference and use this information with any of the 
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office suite products, and save, print, transfer, share or delete it when you no longer have use 
for it.    
 
It is important to understand that information management starts with the computer user.  
Anything that you create can be named as you choose and saved where you want it.  As 
mentioned above the hard drive is the computer’s main storage, but a computer can have 
several drives to store information permanently.  It names each one with a single letter with the 
hard drive designated the C: drive. These drives allow you to save your material to your 
computer in specific places or to external storage devices like flash drives, CDs or DVDs.   
 
You can also create folders for your information, grouping like items together and organizing 
your hard drive, etc. The library offers some great classes on file management that really 
simplify the concept of saving and organizing information onto your computer.     
 
The Library and Computer Classes 
 
Throughout this lesson, many library class offerings have been mentioned.  It is best to figure 
out what area interests you and take it from here.  For example, if you mostly want to do online 
research or recreation, perhaps you should start with Internet-related classes.  If you want to 
create documents or material, begin with the Microsoft Office classes and move on to 
Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, and Publisher.  Microsoft Excel and Access are somewhat 
more advanced classes that help you organize both personal and professional information.   

It is a good idea for all beginners, though, to take the Computers: Basics class, Mouse and 
Keyboard classes, and move onto Windows classes to further understand information 
management.   

The following is a condensed listing of computer classes offered by your local library and E-
libraries and a brief explanation of context.  Many of the below classes have multiple parts that 
you can take over a period of time.  Note: Most classes require you have basic knowledge 
of Keyboard and Mouse functions.   

 
Basic and Software Classes 

Mouse Skills: Learn how to grip, move and click the buttons on the mouse. 

Keyboard Skills: Learn the keys on the computer keyboard  

Computers: An Introduction: Learn what you can do with a computer. 

Computers: Basics: Discover the basic parts of a computer and understand the basic 
vocabulary. 

Computers: PC Anatomy: Want to know what makes it all work and what’s inside? 

Windows: Introduction: Learn what Windows is and how to navigate in the Windows 
environment.  Learn how to create and save files, and folders.  Diagnose and correct common 
problems associated with Windows Operating Systems.   

Word:  Want to create professional looking documents, and letters?  Use Microsoft Word which 
is one of the most widely used word processing programs.   

Publisher:  Want to create a For-Sale sign or a Flyer? You can create professional looking 
publications and marketing material by using a Windows Publisher program.   
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Excel:  Want to create an address listing or phone listing? You can use Excel which is a 
spreadsheet software program that stores units of information in rows and columns of cells, 
called worksheets.   

PowerPoint: Want to learn how to create a presentation?  You can use PowerPoint which is a 
presentation creation program.   

Access : If you need to manipulate data and create reports you would can use Access which is 
a Database creation and administration program.   

MS Office:  Learn about toolbars, menus and commands common to all Microsoft Office 
applications.   

Movie Maker:  Want to make digital home movies you can watch on your TV or send to family 
and friends?  You can use Windows Movie Maker to make digital home movies amazingly easy 
and fun.   

Internet and Website Classes 

Internet:  Introduction to the Internet and related terminology.   

Email: If you’ve heard about email but don’t know how to use it, you can learn.   

eBay: Introduction: Learn how to browse, search, bid, buy and sell items in eBay.   

Google: Learn the many features available through the Google website. 

Web 2.0: Learn about new Internet media, such as podcasts, Flickr, YouTube, and Pandora. 

MySpace.com: – An introduction to the social-networking website for parents of teens and 
tweens. 

Intro to the Library Catalog: Learn how to search the library catalog, place a hold on an item, 
have it sent to your local library, check your record or renew a book. 

Intro to the Library Website: Learn what resources are available through your library 
website. 

Intro to Databases and Websites: Learn what resources are available through your library 
website. 

NetLibrary Audiobooks: Learn how to access book titles and transfer your selection to a 
portable audio device. 

Downloading Digital Media to Your PC: Learn how to download pictures from your digital 
cameral and rip music from your audio CDs to your PC.   

Online Shopping: Introduction to popular online shopping websites with suggested safety tips. 

Online Cooking: Find the best sites for recipes, cooking tips and more. 

Making Online Travel Reservations: Learn how to make travel arrangements on the web. 

Government Information on the Internet: An introduction to selected Web sites providing 
federal, state and local government agency information. 

Health Information on the Internet: Learn how to use the Information Gateway and 
the Internet to find health information and how to evaluate health Web sites. 
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� � � � � �& Learn 
Computers: Basics 

 
Objectives 
 

·  Discover the parts and terminology of computers 
·  Operating systems and application software  
·  Purchasing considerations 

 

Parts (and Terminology) of Computers  

 

Hardware 
Hardware is any part of a computer that you can touch. The basic components of a computer system 
include the case (with power supply), motherboard, processor, video card, sound card, modem/Ethernet 
port, memory, keyboard & mouse, monitor, CD/DVD drive, and hard drive.  
 
Other devices that you may want to purchase with your computer include a printer, speakers, or surge 
protector. 
 

Hard Drive 

The hard drive is the primary device that the computer uses to store information. The 
storage size is measured in Gigabytes (GB). Current hard drives have large storage 
capacities, but the space may still be exhausted.  If this happens, the solution may be 
to move files to another medium such as CD or DVD and then remove the originals from the hard drive, 
or add another drive with larger capacity. 
 
The minimum capacity hard drive you should buy will depend on your needs.  For the average computer 
user, even the smallest hard drive currently available will be more than enough. The smallest hard drives 
for laptops are 80GB, for Desktops the smallest is typically 120GB. 

 
Important Numbers to Remember  

8 Bits  = 1 Byte (which can represent a single number, letter or symbol) 
1024 Bytes  = 1KB (Kilobyte, approximately equal to one page of double-spaced text) 
1024 KB = 1MB (Megabyte, approximately equal to one book) 
1024 MB = 1GB (Gigabyte, approximately equal to a shelf of books) 
1024 GB = 1TB (Terabyte, approximately equal to a whole library of books) 
 
Common File Sizes 
 
File Size 

Resume 10KB – 150KB 
Photo 100KB – 1.5MB 
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Song 3MB – 6MB  
Video 300MB – 2GB  
Game 300MB – 8GB 
 
CD/DVD Dr ives 

All new computers include a drive capable of reading CDs and DVDs. Many computers also have DVD 
RW drives that are capable of recording data on both CDs and DVDs.  
 

CD/DVD Media: 
 
CD-R  700MB Can be written to once 
CD-RW 700MB Can be written to repeatedly 
 
DVD-R 4.7GB Can be written to once 
DVD-RW 4.7GB Can be written to multiple times 
DVD-R-DL 8.5GB Can be written to once 

 
 

Computer Memory   

In common usage, the term RAM is synonymous with main memory, the memory available to programs.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

RAM is measured in megabytes (MB) and gigabytes (GB). 
 
Upgrading the amount of RAM in the computer is the simplest and least expensive way to improve its 
overall performance. 
 
Most new computers today come standard with 1GB to 2GB of RAM, which is sufficient for most 
purposes.  Cheaper, budget machines come with 512MB. 512MB is a good amount for Windows XP, but 
is not capable of running Windows Vista at full speed. 
 

CPU or Central Processing Unit 

At the heart of every computer is a CPU, often called the processor. The CPU directs traffic 
through your computer and determines which tasks are given priority.  
 
There are two major brands of Processors, AMD and Intel. Both work similarly and are equally 
compatible with software. The characteristic of processors that is most advertised is clock speed, which is 
listed in GHz.   
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The current trend in processors is not to simply increase the speed (GHz), but instead to increase the 
number of processing cores on one chip. Most modern computers use Dual Core Processors, although 
some now have Quad Core Processors. There are still budget computers using single core processors, but 
those are slowly being phased out. Both AMD and Intel also make budget processors, which are slower 
than their counterparts, but still adequately perform simple tasks such as web browsing and word 
processing. Below is a list of processors currently available. 
 
Quad Core CPUs Dual Core CPUs Single Core CPUs Budget Single Core 
Intel Core 2 Quad Intel Core 2 Duo AMD Athlon64 AMD Sempron64 
AMD Phenom AMD Athlon64 X2 Intel Pentium 4 Intel Celeron 
 Intel Pentium D   
 
 

Peripherals 
LCD and CRT Monitors 
 
LCD (L iquid Crystal Display), or flat panel, monitors are the new standard. Most new 
computer purchases include an LCD monitor  
 
The main advantages of LCD displays are that they take up less desk space, use less 
electricity, and are lighter.  

CRT (cathode-ray tube) is the technology used in most televisions and computer display 
screens.  This technology is being phased out of the PC industry. 
 

Resolution and Pixels   Resolution is the amount of information a monitor can display.  It is 
measured by the number of dots called pixels that a monitor can display horizontally and 
vertically.   

The higher the resolution, the more information can fit on the screen and the sharper the images.  
 
Currently, the average computer resolution is 1024 x 768 pixels, which is standard for a 15" screen. A 
resolution of 1280 x 1024 is optimal for most mainstream work and standard on a 17"-19" screen.  
 
Mouse and Keyboard 
 
The keyboard is an input device that allows you to enter (type) information and 
instructions.  Wireless keyboards are available but are more expensive. 
 
A mouse is a hand driven device that lets you select and move objects on the 
screen.  An Optical or Laser mouse tracks movement using a sensor on the 
bottom of the mouse. These are recommended since ball mice can get clogged 
with dust and dirt over time. 
 
Wireless Keyboards and Mice are often available as sets that only use one 
receiver for both devices. 
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Operating Systems and Application Software  
 

The operating system is the most important program that runs on a computer.  Operating systems 
perform basic tasks, such as recognizing input from the keyboard, sending output to the display screen, 
keeping track of files and directories on the disk, and controlling peripheral devices such as disk drives 
and printers.   
 

Every computer must have an operating system.  Virtually all new computers purchased will come with 
an operating system installed. Currently most computers come with Windows Vista. Windows XP is still 
available, but may have to be special ordered.  Listed below are the most popular operating systems. 
 
Windows Vista Home Basic, Home Premium, Business, Ultimate 
Windows XP Home, Professional, Media Center Edition 

 
Operating systems provide a software platform on top of which other programs (also called applications) 
can run.  The operating system determines largely the applications you can run. 
 
A set of instructions that makes a computer perform a certain task is called a program or application.  A 
computer cannot do anything without exact instructions. 
If, for example, you wish to type a resume on your computer, you need to use a word processing program. 
If you wish to go on the Internet, you need an Internet program, such as Internet Explorer, Firefox, or 
Mozilla, to name a few. The general term for computer programs is software. 
 
 
Purchasing Considerations  
 

Determine the use of the Computer 

 

Do you need to type a resume, surf the Web, edit audio/movies, watch TC, or play the latest games? 
 
Will the computer be able to run the latest professional programs, or just basic, standard applications? 
 
Software for  Your  Computer  

Once you have determined how you plan to use your computer, you need to purchase the application 
programs you will need. 

The standard applications that most users will want include: 
·  Office productivity suite (i.e., Microsoft Office, Corel Office Suites ) 
·  Image editor (i.e., Adobe Photoshop, ArcSoft Photostudio) 
·  Anti-virus (i.e., Norton, Kaspersky, TrendMicro) 

For example, the Microsoft Office Standard includes Word (word processing), Excel (spreadsheets), and 
PowerPoint (design presentations). 

 
Other  Factors 

Should I  purchase an LCD (flat panel) monitor? 
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Functionally, there are no significant differences between CRT and LCD monitors.  Two aspects to 
consider are 1) cost; CRT monitors are very inexpensive, while LCD monitors still carry a sizable 
premium and 2) personal preference.  The best thing to do is go to a computer store to see for yourself, 
and decide which display is more comfortable for you 
 

. 
Video Cards. The monitor connects directly to the video card through a port on the back of the computer. 
Most computers in the store have an integrated video card that uses your CPU and RAM to render 
graphics. 
 
If you use your computer for playing games, video editing, or supporting multiple monitors, you may 
want a computer with a dedicated video card. Video cards contain their own processor and memory, so 
they work independently of your CPU and RAM.  Most sales associates do not know about the 
computer's video card so you should always do your research. 
 
Sound Cards.  The quality of the audio is determined by the quality of the sound card and the external 
speakers. Unless you intend to do heavy sound editing, integrated sound should be fine. 
 
Buying a Laptop or  Notebook PC 
 
There are a few main considerations when deciding to purchase a laptop (or 
notebook) computer.  The main considerations are: 
 

Hardware – it is more difficult and expensive to upgrade a laptop, it is important 
to purchase the laptop with all the hardware you need. 
 
Physical Dimensions – there is a large variation in weight and dimensions.  
Larger laptops usually have bigger screens and keyboards, but will also tend to 
be heavier. 

 
Screen size – laptop screens tend to be smaller than desktop PC monitors.  
Spend time with different laptops and select a screen size that is comfortable for 
you. 

 
Price – laptops cost more than desktop computers with similar hardware.  New laptops can be 
purchased for as little as $399, but will have lower specs than a typical desktop. 

 
 

 Desktop PC Laptop/Notebook PC 
Benefits Less expensive Take it anywhere 
 Easier to upgrade Wireless built-in  
 Larger screen (usually)  
 Easier to repair  
Disadvantages Not portable More Expensive 
 Wireless not built-in More difficult to upgrade 
  Easier to lose/be stolen 
 

 
 


