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Note: Some hardware devices, such as printers, scanners, web 
cameras, monotors, etc require drivers to be installed.  Drivers are 
just pieces of system software ( ie programs with no user interface – 
they work under the surface ) that control hardware devices. 



Desktop PC Case  

A typical Desktop PC case, opened to reveal the Motherboard, Power Supply, Cooling 
Fan, Hard Disk(s),  CD/DVD Drive(s), and other hardware components. 
 
The power supply converts alternating-current (AC) 110-volt house electric power to 
direct-current (DC) low-voltage power needed by various components. 
 
The cooling fan is critical, since integrated-circuits are very sensitive to temperature and 
will degrade or fail if not kept cool.  You may have noticed that laptops and smart phones 
get noticeably warmer with use.  The same is true for the desktop case and its contents. 

2 
Pacific Grove Adult School -- PC 1 & 2 -- PC 

Hardware 



Motherboard 

The motherboard is a printed circuit board that houses connectors for other components 
( such as CPU, RAM, Video, Hard Drive and CD/DVD Drive Controllers, and Peripherals) 
making up the system.  Read more here. 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Motherboard


Random-Access 
Memory (RAM) 

 
( Think of it as temporary  

data storage. ) 

The PC’s main memory is referred to as writable volatile random-access memory. 
•  Writable because data can be both read from and written to the memory.   
•  Volatile because the stored information disappears when power is lost. 
•  Random Access because every memory location has a unique address that can be 
accessed instantly, without reading sequentially through other information first. 
 

There are other similar-looking circuit “chips” on the motherboard that contain read-
only, non-volatile memory, sometimes called ROM.  Read more here. 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Random-access_memory


Disk Drives 
 Fixed vs Removable 

Hard vs Floppy 

A Hard Drive, or more correctly a Fixed Hard Disk Drive, is so named because the spinning disk on 
which data is magnetically recorded is built into its sealed case (not removable), and is made of 
glass or metal, not flexible plastic like old-style (5¼” or 3½”) removable “Floppy” disks.   
 
Compact Disks (CDs) and Digital Video Disks (DVDs) , while also made of hard glass, are removable;  
reading and writing are with optical lasers.  A rented/purchased CD/DVD is typically read-only.  
Blank CD/DVD disks may be writable once, or repeatedly.  Get more detail here, or here, or here. 
 
All three types, hard , floppy , and cd-dvd disks use the same basic method for reading and writing 
to tracks and segments – ie sequential-access, not random-access – but still very fast!  The 
differences are in capacity, and speed.  Among CD/DVD types, the differences are in how they are 
formatted.  If you really, really want to know more than you need to,  read this. 
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http://windows.microsoft.com/en-us/windows/which-cd-dvd-format
http://windows.microsoft.com/en-us/windows/format-cd-dvd
http://www.webopedia.com/DidYouKnow/Hardware_Software/DVDFormatsExplained.asp
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/DVD


USB Flash 
Drive 

 (Universal Serial Bus) 

A USB (Universal Serial Bus) flash drive contains a miniature integrated circuit “chip” much like those 
found in system RAM,  but much smaller, and the memory is non-volatile.  Thus, it performs like a 
CD/DVD drive … only better!  Read more here. 
 
Because of their available capacity (now over a terrabyte),  small size & weight, and cost 
(32GB=$15),  they are replacing CD/DVD’s as the preferred medium for backing up and transporting 
personal data. 
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And while we’re talking about USB – you should know that you can extend 
the number of USB ‘ports’ on your PC with a simple $5 gadget like this.   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USB_flash_drive


 
Display 

Monitors 
 
 

The PC’s video output usually is displayed on a monitor made for the purpose,  although 
a regular television may serve just as well.   
 
Screen size (diagonal inches), resolution (pixels x & y), color depth (bits/pixel), refresh 
rate (Hz), aspect ratio (4:3 vs 16:9), viewing angle (degrees) 
 
 
Here’s a handy “buying guide”. 

Old style cathode ray  
tube (CRT) monitor. 

Newer style liquid crystal 
display (LCD) monitor 
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http://www.cnet.com/topics/monitors/buying-guide/


Printers 
Scanners 

& Fax 
The PC’s hardcopy (paper) output can go to any number 
of printers … 

Older HP LaserJet 
monochrome printer. 

Newer style ink jet “combo” 
color printer/scanner/fax. 

Much older dot-matrix 
(impact) printer. Thermal receipt printer. 
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