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Computer hardware

Computers are devices that:

•
Take and input from a user in the form of data,

•
Process that data 

•
Store that data and 

•
Make that data available for output as information.

Computers use a collection of input, processing and output devices connected together to form a computer system. The term given to these devices is hardware. Computer hardware refers to the parts of a computer we can touch such as the keyboard, mouse, printer and monitor. Many devices are designed to fit inside the computer itself; examples of these devices include modems, compact disc players, and audio and graphics cards. 

Hardware peripherals are devices connected to the computer system via cables that communicate with the computer’s Central Processing Unit (CPU). Peripherals are often added to a standard computer system to improve the performance or perform a specific task. For example, a user may have a basic computer system at home which includes a mouse, keyboard and printer. This basic system allows them to do most of the tasks they want, however if they add a peripheral device like a scanner, the computer be used to copy documents, photographs and drawings.

There are several types of hardware devices and these can be classified according to the functions they perform.

Input Devices

Input devices allow you to give an instruction or data to the computer. Common input devices include:

•
keyboard
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•
mouse

•
scanner

•
digital camera

•
microphone.

Output Devices

Output devices display or produce the results of the computer’s actions as directed by the user. Common output devices include:

•
monitor

•
printer

•
speakers.

Storage Devices

Storage devices are extensions of a computer’s internal memory. They offer a place to store data and programs. These devices can be used by the computer’s Central Processing Unit (CPU) to input data for processing and store the results to files, images and programs.

Common storage devices include:

•
internal hard disks

•
floppy disks

•
CD-ROMs.

Computer Types

There is a large variety of computers, from the very small to the very large. Some examples include hand-held computers, laptops/notebooks, desktop computers, mainframes and supercomputers. They all vary in the speed at which they process data, their memory size, their physical size and their price. In fact, with the rapid development of technology, even these categories of computers are changing.

Computer Systems

Computer systems can be designed for particular applications and situations. The design of a system defines the types of tasks that the computer would be used for. A system designed for multimedia will need devices that can manipulate audio, graphics and video files. A laptop / notebook computer might require special devices that are smaller and lighter or use less electricity, because these systems are portable and run on batteries.

Improving the Performance of a Computer

All computer systems contain a standard collection of hardware devices. This collection enables the computer to process data input by the user, and either store that data or use it to produce an output. When you look at advertisements for new computers, they often include detailed lists of extra devices that are included in the price. These extra hardware devices have been included in the computer system to improve its performance or permit the user to perform special tasks, such as video editing.

Specialised Hardware

Computer systems can be customised to suit the needs of the user. Customising a system involves the selection of individual hardware devices based on their performance.
Examples of specialised hardware include:

•
CD-ROM and DVD burners / writers 

•
graphics tablets

•
graphic accelerators

•
video and audio capture cards

•
removable storage devices such as USB thumb drives

Some specialised devices are connected via cables while others are built onto cards that plug into the motherboard of the computer.  A graphics card, for example, is a set of dedicated circuits printed onto a separate board which, when plugged into the computer’s motherboard, take over the processing of images sent to the monitor. The term on-board refers to the standard device built into the motherboard. Because the graphics card is a specialised hardware device, it takes over from the on-board devices and performs the tasks. 

Investigate

1.
Make a list of Standard and Specialised hardware peripheral devices that your computer uses.

2.
Classify each as an Input, Processing, Output and / or Storage device. Keep in mind that some devices can be classified in more than one category.

3.
Add to your list any devices that you would like to upgrade to if you could (mark these with a *).

	Hardware Device
	Standard
	Specialised

	Input Devices
	Example: keyboard
	Graphics tablet, Audio capture card.

	Processing
	
	

	Output Devices
	
	

	Storage Devices
	
	


Save this document as (your initials)_hardware. 
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