This lesson defines numerous computer terms that you need to know to make the most of your computer. You will encounter these terms in other documentation and hear them when discussing issues or problems with support personnel. There is no need to memorize these terms.  Just know that you can come here when you need to understand a term or concept relating to computing.

Hardware
CD/DVD drives – Reads CDs and DVDs or reads and writes CDs and DVDs.  Most drives work with both CDs and DVDs.  DVDs have higher data capacities than CDs.  May be physically located inside or outside of the computer case.  Capacity is in megabytes.
Central processing unit (CPU) - The part of a computer that carries out the instructions of a computer program and is the primary element that performs the computer's functions.
Cursor – Pointer on a monitor showing where data may be entered, where a command may be selected, or where a link to some other window or display may be selected.

Drive – Data storage device.

Ethernet – Refers to both the specifications and to the cables used to connect computers and other networking devices to a network.  Connectors are the same shape as a telephone cable connector but larger.

Flash drive / jump drive – Small-sized, removable data storage device with no moving parts.  Connects to a USB port.  Capacity is given in gigabytes.
Floppy disk drive – Flexible, writeable magnetic disk encased in hard plastic and used to store data.  Low data capacity compared to a hard-disk drive.  It is removable.  Capacity if given in megabytes.
Hard-disk drive (HDD) – Writeable data storage device with revolving magnetic platters that store data and stationary heads that read and write data.  The drive is enclosed in a metal case.  CPUs have at least one internal hard-disk drive.  Additional internal or external hard-disk drive may be used.  HDDs have large data capacities.  External HDDs are removable and portable.  Internal HDDs are usually not removable.  Capacity is given in megabytes, gigabytes or terabytes.
‘

Keyboard – Keyboard similar to the keyboard used on a typewriter.  QWERTY refers to the most common layout of the keys and gives the sequence of alphabetical keys at the upper left portion of the keyboard.  Used to input data to a computer.
Modem – Electronic device that converts signals from analog to digital and from digital to analog.  Allows computers to use telephone and cable TV systems to connect to the Internet.
Monitor – Electronic visual display.
Mouse – Pointing device used to control the cursor on a monitor.  Common features include two buttons and a scroll wheel, which can also act as a third button.
Network - Group of computers and devices interconnected to facilitate communications among users and allow users to share resources.
Peripheral – Device that is physically outside of the computer’s case.  Includes printers, keyboards, monitors, mice, external drives.
Port – Terminal for connecting various computer devices

Random Access Memory (RAM) – Writeable memory on small integrated circuit chips used by the central processor to process and manipulate data.  More RAM allows the computer to run faster.   Capacity is given in kilobytes, megabytes, or gigabytes.
Router - Electronic device that interconnects two or more computer networks.  If you are using a router, you are typically connecting your local area network consisting of all of the computers in your home or office with your ISP’s network and hence to the Internet.  Depending upon the router, computers may be connected to the router by Ethernet cables or wirelessly.
Universal Serial Bus (USB) – Refers to both the USB specifications for software and hardware and the physical hardware of cables and ports to connect peripherals to a computer
Operating System Software

Operating system - Software that (1) controls the various hardware components of your computer, such as the video monitor, keyboard, mouse, memory, hard drive, or DVD drive, (2) allocates computer resources and (3) enables application software to run.  Also known as systems software. 

Microsoft Windows XP Professional is the operating system installed on your computer.

Its main purpose is to help you start and stop application programs such as email, word processing, Internet browsing, photo management and editing, video / voice conversations. It also organizes files stored on the computer.

Application Software, Associated Files and Networking

Adware – Malware computer program which automatically plays, displays, or downloads advertisements to a computer.  Unlike viruses, adware does not replicate itself.

Application - Program or group of programs designed for end users.  Examples are word processors, spreadsheets and database programs. Applications software sits on top of systems software because it is unable to run without the operating system and system utilities.

Backup – Software and files used to make a backup copy of files so that the files may be restored to the computer after a loss of data from the computer.  Both program files and data files may be backed-up but typically backups involve data files.  If an application becomes corrupt or is deleted in error, it is usually reinstalled from the original disks used to install the application onto the hard disk drive or downloaded from an Internet site.  The backup copy may be made (1) on the same storage device, e.g., both the original and a copy are stored on the internal hard drive, (2) on a physically different device but of the same type, e.g., the original is on the primary internal hard drive and the copy is on a secondary internal hard drive,  or (3) on a different type of device, e.g., the original is on the internal hard drive and the copy is on an portable, external hard drive or written to a CD or DVD.  The most secure backup is to a different device that is stored at a different location from the computer. There are also Internet sites where you can store files at no charge, such as Google Docs, or for a subscription fee.  Consider how much time and effort you are willing to expend to re-create from scratch files that you have not backed up.  Back-up files as often as necessary so that you won’t need to spend more than that amount of time and effort.
Broadband - Internet connection with data transmission speeds of at least 4 megabits per second (Mbps) downstream from the Internet to the user’s computer and 1 Mbps upstream from the user’s computer to the Internet.  Includes DSL, cable, fiber optic, wireless (cell phone networks), and dedicated high-speed connections.

Byte – A group of eight binary bits of memory.  A byte may represent an alphanumeric character or symbol or may represent a binary number.  A binary bit is a single unit of memory and that has a value of either 0 or 1.  A kilobyte (KB) is one thousand bytes. A megabyte (MB) is one million bytes.  A gigabyte (GB) is one billion bytes.  A terabyte (TB) is one trillion bytes.

Data file – File that contains numeric or alphanumeric data used by an application.  Microsoft Word creates and edits documents that are saved in data files in the format identified by the “doc” file extension.

Dial-up – An Internet connection through an ISP with a telephone modem using a phone number known as an access number.  Be sure the access number is a local call to avoid long distance charges.  While the computer is connected to the phone line, you cannot receive incoming or make outgoing voice calls on the same line.  Anyone calling you on that line will get a busy signal.  Data transmission speed is 56 kilobits per second.

Digital subscriber line (DSL) – Connecting to the Internet through an ISP using a DSL modem connected to your phone line.  You can receive incoming and make outgoing voice calls while the computer is connected to the phone line.  The speed is much greater than a dial-up connection.

Email address – Unique address that identifies an email mailbox for sending and receiving emails.  The local-part identifies a single user who is part of an email domain and consists of everything in front of the @.  The email domain name consists of everything after the @.  “Mail server” refers to either an application or a computer that receives email for users who belong to the server’s email domain and sends outgoing email to other servers for other domains for delivery.  The email domain identifies the organization that operates the domain.  local-part@yahoo.com is an email address for a user that is using the email system operated by Yahoo.

Email client - Application that runs on a personal computer and enables you to send, receive and organize e-mail.  The software is installed on the hard drive of the computer and emails are stored on the hard drive.  Theoretically, you can store as many emails as you want for as long as you want on your hard drive.  To send or receive emails, the computer must have an active connection to the Internet.

Freeware – Software available for download and installation at no charge.  If you like the software, the programmer usually accepts donations.

File extension – Typically three letters at the end of a filename following a period, e.g. readme.txt is a text file with the format identified by the txt file extension, and which indicate the type of information stored in the file.  Windows has settings for specifying what application is used to open the different types of files based upon their file extension.

Internet Service Provider (ISP) – An entity that offers its users access to the Internet using dial-up, DSL, cable modem, wireless, or dedicated high-speed interconnects.

Malware – Software downloaded to your computer without your knowledge and permission.  Includes viruses and spyware.

Program file – Computer program that the computer can execute to open and run a specific application.  Microsoft Word is a program file that enables you to create and edit documents.

Read only – A file or device from which the computer can only read data and cannot make changes to the data.

Security software – Software installed to prevent malware from being downloaded onto a computer, to detect malware on the computer, and to remove malware from the computer. Antivirus software targets viruses.  Antispyware software targets spyware.  These are two different types of programs because viruses and spyware operate differently from each other.  Your computer needs both antivirus software and antispyware software.  These may be separate, independent programs or be programs that are part of a suite of security software.

Norton and McAfee are the two largest commercial providers of security software in the United States.  The applications can be purchased on CDs or downloaded from the Internet.  You are buying a license to use the application program for a certain period of time.  The application program uses frequently updated definition files that contain information about specific malware programs.  For the duration of your license, you can download and install at no additional charge both updates to the application that are issued infrequently and updates to the definition files that are frequently issued.
There are many free security programs available for download from the Internet.  Similarly to Norton and McAfee, the free programs use updates to both the application programs and definition files.

Shareware – Software available for purchase at a price typically much lower than commercial software such as Microsoft Office.  You may be able to download and try it for free but must purchase the software to continue using it after the trial period.
Spyware – Malware computer program that collects information about users without their knowledge. Spyware is typically hidden from the user and secretly installed on the user's personal computer.  Unlike viruses, spyware typically does not replicate itself.
Trojan horse – Malware computer program that appears to perform a desirable function for the user prior to being run or installed but instead facilitates unauthorized access of the user's computer system.
Virus – Malware computer program that can copy itself and infect a computer.   A virus attaches itself to an existing program. Viruses almost always corrupt or modify files on a targeted computer and often cripple the infected computer. 

Web browser - Software application used to locate and display web pages. The two most popular browsers are Microsoft Internet Explorer and Firefox.

Web mail - Web page interface used to access e-mail through a web browser. This service is provided by your internet service provider (ISP), such as Verizon, or by a web portal, such as Yahoo or Google.  Some email accounts are free and some require a paid subscription.  You may or may not be able to use an email client installed on your hard drive to send emails and to download and store emails from a web mail service.  Usually, you can choose to leave an email stored online or to delete it from the website once you have downloaded it to your email client on your computer.  Web mail usually has a limit on the accumulated amount of email that may be stored online and a time period after which emails are automatically removed from the webmail.  If you need to retain email for a long period, you should download your webmail to an email client on your computer.  You can access your web mail account from any computer connected to the Internet.
Worm – Malware computer program that replicates itself.  It uses a computer network to send copies of itself to other computers on the network, and it may do so without any user intervention. This is due to security shortcomings on the target computer. Unlike a virus, it does not need to attach itself to an existing program. Worms almost always cause at least some harm to the network, if only by consuming bandwidth.
Writeable – A file into which or device onto which data can be recorded or written.   Data can also be erased from a writeable file or device.
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