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Your Future and
Computer Compeiency

Computer competency: This notion may not be familiar to
you, but it's easy to understand. The purpose of this book is
to help you become competent in computer-elated skills.
Specifically, we want to help you walk into a job and immedi-
ately be valuable to an employer. In this chapter, we first

o why leaming about the computer is important to
2. We then present an overview of what makes up
an informa ystem: people, procedures, software,
a. In subsequent chapters, we will describe
ail.

ifteen years ago, most people had little to do with computers,

at least directly. Of course, they filled out computerized forms,

took computerized tests, and paid computerized bills. But the

real work with computers was handled by specialists—pro-
grammers, data-entry clerks, and computer operators.

Then microcomputers came along and changed everything. Today it is easy for
R N nearly everybody to use a computer. People who use microcomputers today are
R P called “end users.” (See Figure 1-1.) Today:
® Microcomputers are common tools in all areas of life. Writers write, artists draw,

engineers and scientists calculate—all on microcomputers. Businesspeople do

all three.

m New forms of learning have developed. People who are homebound, who work
odd hours, or who travel frequently may take courses by telephone-linked home
computers. A college course need not fit within the usual time of a quarter or
a semester.

m New ways to communicate and to find people with similar interests are avail-

able. All kinds of people are using electronic mail and the Internet to meet and
2 to share ideas.
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What about you? How can microcomputers enhance your life?

End Users and Computer Competency

By gaining computer competency, end users can use microcomputers to
improve their productivity and their value in the workplace.

puters. If you are not an end user already, you will probably become one in
the near future. That is, you will learn to use packaged computer programs
to meet your unique needs for information. Let us point out two things here.

® By “packaged programs,” we mean programs that you can buy rather than those
you have to write yourself. Examples of packaged programs include video games
and work-related programs, such as word processing for typing documents and
electronic spreadsheets for analysis.

® By “needs,” we mean various organizing, managing, or business needs. That is,
they are information-related or decision-making needs. Becoming computer
competent—Ilearning how to use the computer to meet your information
needs—will improve your productivity. It will also make you a more valuable
employee.

E nd users are people who use microcomputers or have access to larger com-

How much do you have to know to be computer competent? Clearly, in today’s
fast-changing technological world, you cannot learn everything—but very few peo-
ple need to. You don’t have to be a computer scientist to make good use of a micro-
computer. Indeed, that is precisely the point of this book. Qur goal is not to teach
you everything there is to know, but only what you 7eed to know to get started.
Thus, we present only what we think you will find most useful—both now and in
the future.

FIGURE 11

End users: People are using
microcomputers to meet
thelr Informational needs.
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FIGURE 12
Microcomputers In use—
past, presont, and future.

Four Kinds of Computers

Computers are of four types: microcomputers, minicomputers,
mainframes, and supercomputers.

ain that you will come in contact, at least indirectly, with other kinds of
computers. Thus, we describe many features that are common to these larger
machines.
Computers are electronic devices that can follow instructions to accept input,
process that input, and produce information. There are four types of computers:
microcomputers, minicomputers, masnframe compulers, and supercompulers.

This book focuses principally on microcomputers. However, it is almost cer-
1

Microcomputers
The most widely used and the fastest-growing type of computer is the micro-
computer. (See Figure 1-2.) There are two categories of microcomputers—dlesk-
top and portable.

= Desktop computers are small enough to fit on top or along the side of a
desk and yet are too big to carry around. (See Figure 1-3.) Personal com-
puters are one type of desktop. These machines run comparatively easy-to-use
application software. They are used by a wide range of individuals, from cleri-
cal people to managers. Workstations are another type of desktop computer.
Generally, these machines are more powerful. They are designed to run more
advanced application software. Workstations are used by engineers, scientists,
and others who process lots of data. The distinction between personal comput-
ers and workstations is now blurring, The principal reason is that personal com-
puters are now nearly as powerful as workstations and are able to run many of
the same programs.
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FIGURE 13

Desktop computer (Gateway
2000).
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® Portable computers are microcomputers that are small enough and light
enough to move easily from one place to another. There are four categories of
portable computers—laptops, notebooks, subnotebooks, and personal digital
assistants.

Laptops, which weigh between 10 and 16 pounds, may be either AC-pow-
ered, battery-powered, or both. The AC-powered laptop weighs 12 to 16 pounds.
The battery-powered laptop weighs 10 to 15 pounds, batteries included, and can
be carried on a shoulder strap. The user of a laptop might be an accountant or
financial person who needs to work on a computer away from the desk.

Notebooks are a smaller version of the laptop. (See Figure 1-4.) They
weigh between 5 and 10 pounds and can fit into most briefcases. The user of a

FIGURE 14
Notebook computer (IBM
ThinkPad 750).
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FIGURE 15
Subnotebook (Toshiba
Portege 300CT).

FIGURE 18

Personal digital assistant
(Apple Newton Message Pad
2000.)

FIGURE 1.7
Mainframe computer (IBM
ES/9000).

notebook PC might be a student, salesperson, or journalist who uses the com-
puter for note-taking. It is especially valuable in locations where electrical con-
nections are not available. Notebook computers are the most popular portable
computer today.

Subnotebooks, also known as ultra portables, are for frequent flyers
and life-on-the-road types. Subnotebook users give up a full-size display screen
and keyboard in exchange for less weight. Weighing between 2 and 6 pounds,
these computers fit easily into a briefcase. (See Figure 1-5.)

Personal Digital Assistants (PDA) are much smaller than even the
subnotebooks. Also known as palmtop computers and handheld PCs,
these devices combine pen input, writing recognition, personal organizational
tools, and communications capabilities in a very small package. A PDA user
might be a worker at a warehouse who records changes in inventory or a busy
executive handling daily communications. (See Figure 1-6.)

Minicomputers

Also known as midrange computers, minicomputers are desk-sized
machines. They fall between microcomputers and mainframes in their processing
speeds and data-storing capacities. Medium-size companies or departments of large
companies typically use them for specific purposes. For example, they might use
them to do research or to monitor a particular manufacturing process. Smaller-
size companies typically use minicomputers for their general data processing needs,
such as accounting.

Mainframe Computers

Mainframes are large computers occupying specially wired, air-conditioned
rooms. They are capable of great processing speeds and data storage. (See Figure
1-7.) They are used by large organizations—businesses, banks, universities, and
government agencies—to handle millions of transactions. For example, insurance
companies use mainframes to process information about millions of policyholders.
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Supercomputers
The most powerful type of computer is the supercomputer. These machines are

special, high-capacity computers used by very large organizations. For example,
NASA uses supercomputers to track and control space explorations. Supercomput-
ers are also used for oil exploration, simulations, and worldwide weather forecast-
ing. (See Figure 1-8.)

Let us now get started on the road to computer competency. We begin by describ-
ing the role of the microcomputer in an information system.

The Five Parts of an Information System

An information system has five parts: people, procedures, software,
hardware, and data.

hen you think of a microcomputer, perhaps you think of just the equip-

N K / ment itself. That is, you think of the monitor or the keyboard. There is
more to it than that. The way to think about a microcomputer is as part

of an information system. An information system has five parts: people, pro-

cedures, software, bardware, and data. (See Figure 1-9.)

m People: It is easy to overlook people as one of the five parts of a microcomputer
system. Yet that is what microcomputers are all about—making people, end
users like yourself, more productive.

m Procodures: Procedures are rules or guidelines for people to follow when using
software, hardware, and data. Typically, these procedures are documented in man-
uals written by computer specialists. Software and hardware manufacturers pro-
vide manuals with their products. An example is the Excel Referernice Manual.

m Software: Software is another name for a program or programs. A program is the
step-by-step instructions that tell the computer how to do its work. The purpose of
software is to convert data (unprocessed facts) into snformation (processed facts).

FIGURE 18
Supercomputer (Cray Y-MP
Computer System).
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FIGURE 19
The five parts of an informa-
tion system.

m Hardware: The hardware consists of the equipment: keyboard, mouse, monitor,
system unit, and other devices. Hardware is controlled by software. It actually
processes the data to create information. (See Figure 1-10.)

m Data: Data consists of the raw, unprocessed facts. Examples of raw facts are hours

- - - . . . you worked and your pay rate. After data is processed through the computer, it
is usually called information. An example of such information is the total

FIGURE 1-10 wages owed you for a week's work.

Two wellknown microcom- In large computer systems, there are specialists who deal with writing proce-
puter hardware systoms: the dures, developing software, and capturing data. In microcomputer systems, how-
Apple Performa 6400 and ever, end users often perform these operations. To be a competent end user, you
the Toshiba Infinia 7260. must understand the essentials of software, hardware, and data.

floppy-disk
drive

system unit



