IT2000

Personal computers


Choosing equipment

Even a quite basic system will now comprise several pieces of equipment.  It is necessary to be able to identify these and to be able to give a brief description as to what they do.

The following list might be a typical home or office system available as a package today.  Fill in as many boxes as you can for the equipment available to you.

	Item
	Purpose
	Type / Model

	Monitor
	
	

	System unit
	
	

	Keyboard
	
	

	Mouse
	
	

	3½" disk drive
	
	

	CD/DVD drive
	
	

	Printer
	
	

	Scanner
	
	

	Speakers
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Current features and costs

There is a massive range of equipment available now and specifications are continually improving.  The table below shows what might have made up a typical PC system in January 1998 alongside what could be purchased today for about the same total outlay.

	Item
	1998
	2000
	2003
	Current cost £

	Processor
	PII233
	PIII550
	P4 3000
	300

	RAM
	64MB
	128MB
	1Gb
	180

	HDD
	4.3Gb
	13.6Gb
	240Gb
	130

	Graphics card
	4Mb
	32Mb
	128Mb
	100

	Monitor
	15"
	17"
	18” flat panel
	300

	Modem
	56k
	56k
	56k
	30

	CDROM
	24x
	40x
	 52x
	20

	DVD
	-
	10x
	16x
	20

	CD R/RW
	-
	4x
	52x/24x
	30

	DVD R/RW
	-
	-
	4x/2.4x
	200

	Zip drive
	100Mb
	100Mb
	-
	0

	USB memory
	-
	-
	1Gb
	50

	
	
	
	
	1360


These prices are for top quality components and would result in a system costing about £1500 in total.  It is quite possible, however, to purchase a system for about £500 which may be quite adequate for day-to-day business use and have similar capabilities to what £1500 would have bought 2 years ago.

These figures come from PC magazine adverts at the time of printing. By the time you read this they will certainly have changed again. Look at some current adverts and list below the specification of the cheapest and most expensive systems you can find.

	Item
	cheap
	top of the range

	Make & model
	
	

	
	
	

	Processor 
	
	

	RAM
	
	

	HDD
	
	

	Graphics card
	
	

	Sound card
	
	

	Monitor
	
	

	CD facilities
	
	

	DVD facilities
	
	

	Camera
	
	

	Scanner
	
	

	
	
	

	Price (incl VAT)
	
	


Future trends

The main changes in the short term are likely to be in the design of PCs.  The ubiquitous cream plastic boxes are well on their way out!  As prices for the thin LCD-type screens fall then the prime occupier of desk space, the big box monitor, is likely to disappear.

Processing speeds have reached the 3000Mhz mark but it is doubtful whether many will really notice much improvement in the speed of normal daily operations.  New programs, such as Windows XP, appear to need more and more RAM in order to function efficiently and 256MB is generally regarded as the minimum required.  The biggest change is in hard drive storage, now 200+Gb. People need this space not just for images they’re taking with their digital cameras but also for the music and videos they’re storing.
Cordless mice and keyboards will become more common - available now at about £65 a set. The price hasn’t moved much at all but they do look so much better.
As the PC begins to migrate from the spare room to the living room to take it's place alongside the digital tv, the DVD player and the hi fi, it is quite possible that it will actually become the tv, the DVD recorder and the hi fi.  Left on the desk in the study will be the keyboard, a mouse and a spare monitor - or maybe these will be replaced by a laptop - prices have improved quickly enough but not battery life - and this is what will be used for correspondence, schedules etc.

The advent of broadband technology is likely to result in many homes and offices being permanently on-line which will, in turn, have interesting implications for communication as the quality of voice and video transmission becomes much better and the web competes with even satellite or cable tv and we find ourselves watching films, gigs or friends’ web cams. 
We shall also say farewell to the little floppy disk.  We shall be able to transfer data over the internet to most places, or save it on web sites.  The little card in our digital camera already stores the equivalent of 30 or 40 floppies and USB memory sticks or keys even more. As soon as a particular format becomes standard that will be what we carry around and then laugh at how old fashioned those disks were!
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