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Ashfield Boys’ High School


Computer Terminology

	Application / program
	a specially created piece of software intended to do a particular task, such as word-processing, creating graphics, or number crunching.

	Boot record
	A small program that runs when you first start a computer. It finds the operating system to load.

	CPU
	Central Processing Unit. This is the heart of the computer. All input goes into the CPU, where all processing tasks are actually performed. Any output--printed, on screen, or on disk--comes out of the CPU.

	Cursor
	a visual indicator on the screen that lets you know where your mouse is positioned. The cursor allows you to insert text where you wish, or to select existing items to be deleted, copied, or modified.

	Drive
	any part of the computer where disks reside and operate, temporarily or permanently. See floppy disk/diskette and hard disk/hard drive.

	File / document
	any single item created with an application, whether it be a single chart, a five-page paper, or an entire thesis with graphics and footnotes.

	File server
	a large computer to which others are connected in order to share information and processing ability. For example, an academic department might have a file server containing student records and course information, to which individual computers in other parts of the same building could connect to access this information. File servers are often part of a network.

	Floppy disk / diskette
	A portable disk of plastic coated with chromium oxide, on which information is magnetically written, and from which that information can be read, copied, or deleted. The disk is protected by a shell or cover of some kind. ("Floppy" is now a misnomer; older 5.25" disks were flexible, while the more common 3.5" disks are not.)

	Graphic interface
	The standard commands under which Windows (and Macintosh) computers operate. Instead of entering commands on the keyboard, the user manipulates icons and windows, usually with a mouse.

	Hard disk / hard drive
	A fixed permanent storage unit containing a rigid disk (or disks) made from metal; many computers contain built-in hard disks. Hard drives are much more expensive than floppies and can hold a great deal more information.

	Hardware
	The physical components of a computer, including cables, the keyboard, the CPU, monitors, etc.

	Icons
	Pictorial representations of items like hard drives, floppies, applications, etc. By manipulating the icons, you get desired results from the hardware and software they represent.

	Initialize / format
	A command to erase all information on a disk (if there is any) and prepare the disk to receive whatever information you wish to save on it.

	Input
	Any information you put into the computer, through typing, copying files, or whatever. Output is what you'd expect: any results that emerge from the computer, whether on screen, printed, on disk, etc.

	Modem
	A device that plugs into a standard telephone jack and allows a computer to transmit and receive information over commercial telephone lines. Monitor--The screen on which you see your work, whether in color, grayscale, or black-and-white.

	Mouse
	A small tool that duplicates the movements of your hand on the computer's screen, allowing you to rearrange items, perform actions, select things, etc.

	Network
	A group of computers spread out over a large area that are connected with each other, whether by telephone lines, fiber-optic cables or some other linkage. Once connected, computers on a network can share files, send large amounts of information very quickly, and enable multiple users to communicate at one time.

	Operating System
	Software that controls the hardware in a computer system. Eg, windows 2000, NT, ME, 95, Unix, Linux, etc

	Platform
	Basically, the type of computer you use; the term refers to the operating software, not to the manufacturer. Windows, Macintosh, NeXT and UNIX are common platforms.

	RAM
	Random Access Memory, the computer's "short term" memory in which all actions are performed. Also called "active memory," RAM is the memory your computer uses to run applications. The amount of RAM in your computer is fixed, although it can often be increased, and it is one of the two kinds of memory that dealers will use to describe a computer's capabilities. (The other is "storage" memory, or memory devoted to permanently saving information you have created. Disks use storage memory.)

	ROM
	Read-Only Memory, in which information is saved once and can never be altered. For example, CD-ROM machines read information saved on compact disks--users can read that information but cannot make changes. Some ROM is built into your computer to help it get started when you turn it on.

	SDRAM
	Synchronous Dynamic RAM is RAM that it operates at the same speed as the main system

	Software
	Any information a computer uses to perform a task; also, any information saved on a disk.

	System
	Specific pieces of software that your computer needs to run; for instance, it is the system that converts your keystrokes into letters and displays them on the monitor screen. 

	System Unit
	The frame, protective cover, box or tower that houses the hardware, power supply, system board, memory, CPU and expansion cards.

	USB
	Universal Serial Bus ports are included on most new computers and allow several devices to be attached in a daisy chain – used for printers, scanners, any peripheral. The advantage is they are simple to use.

	Windows
	This term can be confusing. It refers to how graphic interface systems display information on the screen, allowing you to view the contents of different disks or files as you would view loose pages on a desk. Windows can be opened and closed like their namesakes, but they can also be stacked, sorted, resized, and moved.
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