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HOW TO BUY A NEW COMPUTER 
 

What Does a Computer Really Do? 
It's easy to get buried too deeply in the complexities of these modern machines, but to really understand the design 
choices, let's think again about the fundamental operation of a computer. A computer is nothing more than a machine 
that reads a coded instruction, decodes the instruction, and executes it. If the instruction needs to load or store some 
data, the computer figures out the location for the data and moves it. That's it; that's all a computer does. 
http://www.extremetech.com/article2/0,1558,1155315,00.asp 
 
Planning: Think about what you plan on doing with your new computer. Will you be doing mostly word processing, e-
mail, surfing the Internet, or playing an occasional video game? Do you want to scan pictures and print them out? Do you 
want to play music on your computer? Will you be storing and editing your digital photos? Do you want to copy/create 
your own CDs or DVDs?  How will you backup your computer data files? 
How you intend to use your PC will determine how much horsepower your system will need to run well.  For example, 
sophisticated picture editing software demands more computer resources than a word processor, email program or a 
solitaire game would.  If you intend to run very complex or multiple (5 or more) applications at one time you should 
consider increasing the amount of RAM.  
 

The 6 biggies to consider: 
 

1. Processor speed - The case and power supply house the computer components and provide power to those 
components, much as the human body houses the brain and vital organs and provides energy to those components. 
The motherboard and processor can be thought of as the head and brain, with the head providing connection from 
the brain to the rest of the body. The processor, also called the Central Processing Unit (CPU), is the brain of the PC 
and plugs into a socket on the motherboard. Memory in the human body is a component of the brain. The overall 
speed and performance of a PC is based largely on the type and speed of its processor. 

2. Front Side Bus - The main highway for data in a PC. It connects the processor, RAM, hard drive, video card, sound 
card, etc. FSB is described in terms of its width in bits and its speed in MHz. The higher the speed the faster the 
CPU can transmit and receive data from each component. 
www.crucial.com/library/glossary.asp 
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3. RAM (memory) - RAM: With PCs Random Access Memory (RAM) is plugged into the motherboard and provides a 
fast storage area for the processor to operate in, i.e., “thinking space”. When power is removed from the system, the 
information stored in RAM is lost. RAM chips are plugged onto the motherboard. RAM provides a fast temporary 
working area where the processor stores data while performing computations. All data must pass through the RAM 
to gain access to the processor, be manipulated by the processor, or passed from peripheral to peripheral. An open 
program is executed in RAM-that permits the application’s functionality (tools, utilities and buttons) to execute 
more quickly for you.  Hence the more programs you run simultaneously the more RAM necessary to allow them to 
run smoothly and to prevent lockups. If you intend to run very complex or multiple applications simultaneously you 
should consider increasing the amount of RAM.  To make a computer run better, it's all about. The more, the better. 
These days, consider 256 megabytes (MB) to be the bare minimum. 512 MB is better yet. More RAM often means 
less chance of crashing, freezing, and slowing up. 
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4. Hard Drive – is the permanent “file cabinet” in your computer for your operating system (Windows, etc.) 
applications (solitaire, word processor, etc.), and files (data, music, address book, pictures, etc.).  Can you ever have 
too much storage room or closet space?  No!  But do you really need it if you have the ability to transfer your data to 
a removable storage media (burned CD’s, DVD’s, floppies, or USB drives)?  Maybe not.  If you are comfortable with 
making backups of your data to removable media then an enormous hard drive may not be necessary.  If you are 
NOT, then invest in at least an 80 Gigabyte drive so you’ll have ample room to save your files. Hard disks are 
generally running about 50 cents per gigabyte these days. 

  
 
*****Always keep a minimum of 15% of your hard drive unused to allow it to be used as additional “thinking space” that 
the operating system must have to run smoothly! 
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5. Removable media - CD’s, DVD’s, floppy disks or USB drives provide portable, permanent storage for your files.  
You can copy or move your files from your computer to these devices to make data backups or for portability. Which 
one you need depends on the size of the files on your hard drive that you want to transfer.  Can you ever have too 
much storage space…no! Buy the amount you need or what you can afford.   

 
Floppy disk 1.44 megabyte 
USB drive 64 megabyte to 5 gigabytes 

CD 650 megabytes 
DVD 4.5 to 18 gigabytes 

 
 
 
6. Applications – Web browsers, email clients, games, word processors, photo editing software are all types of 

applications that you can install on your hard drive and run from your computer.  Many of the programs that you 
use everyday are components of your Windows operating system-Solitaire, Outlook Express, Internet Explorer, 
Paint, etc.  But you can install freeware, shareware or retail programs to your hard drive also. Each program will 
have system requirements such as operating system, minimum processor speed, RAM and available hard drive 
space. For example:  

 Windows XP Picasa Spybot Firefox 
Processor speed 300 mhz or higher 300 mhz or higher 300 mhz or higher  233 mhz or higher 
RAM 128 megabytes 64 megabytes 128 megabytes 64 megabytes 
Hard drive space 1.5 gigabytes 50 megabytes 60 megabytes 52 megabytes 
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Which of the 6 biggies is not listed here? And why do you think that is??? 

 
 

Intel Celeron, Pentium 4 or AMD processors are the most popular. Which is better? 
Research, research, research!! 

http://www.tomshardware.com/cpu/20020903/ 
http://www.tomshardware.com/cpu/20030623/index.html 

http://reviews.cnet.com/5208-6121-0.html?forumID=45&threadID=51352&messageID=620691 
http://www.dummies.com/WileyCDA/DummiesArticle/id-2184,subcat-HARDWARE.html 


