CLICKING WITH YOUR FIRST COMPUTER

The most important thing to consider when buying your first computer is what you would like your computer to do for you. Do you plan to mainly send emails? Surf the Internet? Maintain financial records? Store and share photographs? Play video games? 

Smaller, older models can easily handle email, writing a letter and playing simple computer games such as solitaire. Editing photographs, listening to music and playing advanced computer games take newer, larger systems and more advanced software. Knowing your skills, needs and budget will determine what type of computer to get.

Know Before You Go

Do your homework. Read. Research. Talk to friends. Take introductory computer courses. Practice on public machines such as at a library to become familiar with what a computer does while not having to worry about maintaining them. Learn all you can about computers, and only buy when you feel comfortable around them. Computers are a big investment and you want to get your money’s worth. 

Buy more computer memory than you think you will need. It’s easier and often less expensive to get it when you start than to update later. The most price effective approach is to be three-quarters of the highest central processing speeds of the day.

A computer’s useful lifespan is considered four years. Computer technology is changing daily. Much like a car, they depreciate quickly. While you pay more for a newer machine, it usually has up-to-date technology and few maintenance problems. Saving by purchasing an older model means a lower ticket price but expect higher upkeep costs.

It’s well worth staying up-to-date with the latest developments, and integrate this with your system when feasible. Often waiting a year or two after a new device appears on the market allows many of the bugs to be worked out of it while the price drops. 

A computer is like any major purpose—the sticker price is only a small part of the overall cost. Routine supplies, maintenance costs and upgrading equipment should all be taken into consideration before making a final decision on what machine to buy.

Should I get a desktop or laptop computer?
A desktop computer is larger and generally lasts longer. Think of it as a mid-sized car with more luggage space, a mid-sized engine and that provides comfortable travel. A solid machine and good for both new and experienced buyers.
A laptop or notebook computer is like a slightly smaller car, with most of the features of its larger cousin, but lighter and portable. The parts are smaller, and the cost is higher. It also has a shorter lifespan due to the everyday handling it receives when moved around. However, its smaller size is popular for space considerations.

Kicking the tires

ROM – Read Only Memory (or the size of its hard drive) This determines how much information you can store on your computer. Think of it as a large filing cabinet. Today’s new hard drives range from 40 gigabytes and up, plenty for the casual user. More serious users would do well to start at 80 gigabytes. 

RAM – Random Access Memory (or the speed of the processor) This is the main engine or “brain”, that determines how fast a computer can process the information you input and store on it.

What software is included? – Many systems come with software already installed. This is the most cost-effective way, as software bought separately can cost much more. The most popular ones are Microsoft Office products, Internet Explorer for searching the Web, and Outlook Express for sending and receiving email.

What accessories will it handle? – Take a close look at what printers, digital cameras, and other equipment it will work with. You want a machine that can handle most types.

As a general rule. for overall comfort during use, opt for the wider screen, larger keyboard and wireless accessories (computer mouse and microphone) when possible.

How much does a computer cost?
Prices can vary widely, but expect to pay between $600 and $2,000 to get started with an average computer connected to the Internet.

Basic machine: $500 to$1,500 for an average new computer preloaded with software

Software: free for freeware to $1,000 when buying individual or software bundles

Accessories: $20 to $100 for items such as portable memory units such as blank DVDs or memory sticks, a web camera, cleaning supplies, etc.

Internet access: $15 a month for the most basic, dial-up service, to $50 a month for high-speed access. You can save money when getting Internet service bundled with your cable and cell phone plans from your supplier.

Annual expenses

Ink, printer paper: $150

Internet access: $30 per month

Electricity: equal to a 100W bulb

Potential expenses

Repairs: $100 to $500 

Hardware: $100 (cords, printers, or other pieces of equipment)

Finally, never stop asking questions. Computers are changing daily, providing exciting new ways to work and communicate. Here’s wishing you a fun and confident buying experience and many great years with your new computer!
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