A PC Buying Guide

The capability of a PC is determined by the microprocessor on which it is based, and thus the microprocessor is the first component in the purchase decision. Intel microprocessors are currently in their fifth generation, with each generation giving rise to increasingly powerful computers. The first two generations, the 8086/8088 and 80286, are obsolete and nowhere to be found. The third generation, the 80386, is rapidly disappearing; the 80486 is standard in today's market; and the 80586 microprocessors are starting to appear. (Intel had trademarked the name Pentium for its 80586 series of microprocessors. Other vendors continue to use the 80586 designation.) All generations are upward compatible; that is, software written for one generation will automatically run on the next. This upward compatibility is crucial because it protects your investment in software when you upgrade to a faster computer. Windows requires at least an 80386 series microprocessor. Different microprocessors exist within the same generation and are characterized by their clock speed, an indication of how fast instructions are executed. Clock speed is measured in megahertz (Mhz), and the higher the clock speed, the faster the machine, Intel has further confused the issue by offering multiple versions of the same microprocessor at the same clock speed. There are, for example, three different versions of the 80486 microprocessor: the SX, DX and DX2. The technical specifications of the individual microprocessors are not important here; what is important is their performance relative to one another. Intel has created a CPU performance index, consisting of a single number to indicate the relative performance of a microprocessor; the bigger the number, the faster the microprocessor. All 486 chips are significantly faster than their 386 counterparts; for example, a 33 Mhz 486 DX is nearly 3 times as fast as a 33 Mhz 386 DX as indicated by performance values of 166 and 68, respectively. Any comparison of one machine to another - for example, an IBM PC or one made by Zeos or Gateway - must be based on the identical microprocessor, or else the comparison will not be valid. Additionally, machines based of different microprocessors should reflect a price differential; you would expect to pay more for a Mhz 486 DX machine than you would for the same chip running at 25 Mhz. The memory of a computer (also known as random access memory or RAM) 

is divided into individual storage locations, each location holding the same amount of data;

one byte or one character. The sizeof the computer's memory is equal to the number of 

locations it contains. In the early days of the PC, the amount of memory was measured in 

kilobytes (Kb), whereas today it is measured in megabytes (Mb); 1 Kb and 1 Mb are equal

to approximately one thousand and one million characters, respectively. The amount of 

memory a system has is important because the larger the memory, the more sophisticated 

are the programs that the computer is capable of executing, and the more data it can work 

with. Disks fall into two categories: floppy disks and hard disks. The floppy disk gets its 

name because it is made of a flexible Mylar plastic; the hard disk uses rigid metal platters. 

Floppy disks (and floppy drives) come in two sizes 5¼ and 3½ inches, with each size in 

both double and high density. A high density drive can read a double density disk, but the 

reverse is not true; select a system with a high density drive of each size for maximum 

flexibility. A hard disk holds significantly more data than a floppy, and it access that data 

much faster. Hard disks are rated by capacity and access time. Capacity is measured in 

megabytes, and you should not purchase any system with less than 100 Mb of disk space. 

The access time is the time in milliseconds that a disk needs to locate and begin retrieving 

data. The smaller the access time, the faster the disk, and the more expensive. The 

access time of disks designed to run with 486 systems should be 15 ms or less.

