What is a Computer?

Whether you realize it or not, computers play important roles in our lives. When you get cash from an ATM, get your groceries scanned at the store or use a calculator, you're using a computer. 

A computer is a machine that manipulates information or "data." You can use a computer to type documents, send email, and surf the Internet. You can also use it to handle spreadsheets, accounting, database management, presentations, games, and desktop publishing. 


A Brief History of Computers

The first electronic computer, the Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer (ENIAC), was developed in 1946. It measured 18 feet by 80 feet and weighed 30 tons. Today's desktop computers weigh much less, can store a million times more information, and are 50,000 times faster.

The first personal computers or PCs were introduced in the 1970s. PCs came into widespread use in the 1980s as costs decreased and machines became more powerful.

In recent years, notebook-size laptop computers and hand-held Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs) have become popular. You'll learn more about these devices in Lesson 5.
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Parts of the Computer

A computer is made up of several different parts.

The computer case is the metal and plastic box that contains the main components of the computer. Computer cases come in different shapes and sizes. A desktop case lies flat on a desk, and the monitor usually sits on top of it. A tower case, pictured below, is tall and sits next to the monitor or on the floor. 
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The front of the case usually has an on/off switch and two or more drives. (You'll learn more about the CD ROM drive and 3 1/2" Floppy drive in later modules.)

On the back of the computer case are connection ports made to fit only one type of plug-in device. The ports include monitor cable port, keyboard/mouse ports, network cable port, microphone/speaker/auxiliary input ports and printer port (SCSI or Parallel). There's also a place for the power cord plug.

The monitor, which resembles a television, is where the computer displays text and pictures. 
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The keyboard lets you type information into the computer. It resembles a typewriter keyboard.
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The Mouse
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The mouse is the hand-held device that lets you point, click, and move objects on the monitor screen. Some models have a ball underneath which allows you to easily move it on a flat surface. The mouse got its name because of its size and shape. 

Typically, a mouse has two or three buttons used to move a cursor around the screen. You will learn more about using the mouse in Lesson 2.

The trackball, touchpad, and touchscreen are alternatives to the mouse. A trackball is similar to a mouse, but the ball that helps maneuver the cursor is on top instead of underneath. When using a touchpad or touchscreen, you can use your finger or a tool called a stylus to move around the screen. 
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The mouse and keyboard can also be used together to navigate around the computer screen. 

More Computer Parts

The printer is a machine that prints a paper copy of what you see on the monitor. You will learn more about printers in Lesson 3.
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A modem allows you to connect to the Internet and communicate with other computers via a telephone line. An external modem plugs into the computer and sits on the desk. Most new computers come with an 

