
Access time. The amount of time 
it takes for information to be 
read from or written to a disk. 
The sum of search time plus 
seek time. 

Accumulator. A register used to 
temporarily store data being 
manipulated by the CPU. 

Acoustic modem. A modem using 
a coupler into which the tele-
phone handset is plugged. Also 
called an acoustic coupler.  

Acronym. A word formed by ta- 
king the first letters or sounds 
of each word in a phrase and 
capitalizing them. For exam-
ple, RAM (pro-nounced as a 
word) is an acronym for ran-
dom-access memory. 

Ada. A U.S. Defense Department-
sponsored high-level program-
ming language named after 
Augusta Ada (Countess of 
Lovelace), the world’s first 
programmer and Charles Bab-
bage’s associate. 

Adder. The circuitry that performs 
addition on data received by 
the CPU. 

Address. (1) A location in mem-
ory where data are stored and 
can be retrieved. (2) The part 
of an instruction that identifies 
the specific location of the data 

to be operated on by that in-
struction. 

Address bus. An electrical path-
way that carries the addresses 
of data from memory to the 
processor.  

Address register. A register con-
taining the storage location’of 
the next data item to be re-
trieved from memory. 

Aliasing. The jagged or stairstep 
appearance of the edges of 
diagonal lines or curves on a 
display screen. It occurs be-
cause pixels on the screen are 
arranged in rows and columns, 
and is clearly visible on low-
resolution screens. 

Algorithm. A predetermined set 
of instructions for solving a 
problem in a finite number of 
steps. (See also Heuristic). 

Alphanumeric. Data represented 
in both alphabetic (the letters A
-Z) and numeric (the numbers 
0-9) form. 

ALU. An acronym for arithmetic/
logic unit. The component of 
the CPU that is responsible for 
performing arithmetic and 
logic operations. 

Analog. (1) Pertaining to the rep-
resentation of numerical quan-
tities, such as the measurement 
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of speed by an analog speed-
ometer. (2) A type of signal 
used in some telephone and 
television networks, as well as 
some VCRs, cassette tapes, 
and plastic records. 

Analog computer. A type of com-
puter that is designed to process 
data obtained directly from meas-
urable quantities, such as volt-
ages, resistances, or rotations.  

Analog-to-digital converter. A 
device that converts analog 
quantities, such as voltages, 
resistances, rotations, light, 
pressure, or temperature, into 
digital numbers for processing 
by a computer. 

Analytical graphics. Graphics 
that are intended to help the 
user of a computer analyze 
data from spreadsheets and 
databases. Usually includes 
simple bar, line, and pie charts. 

Antenna. A device for sending 
and receiving electromagnetic 
waves. 

APL. An acronym for a program-
ming language. An interactive 
scientific programming lan-
guage designed for on-line use. 

Application. What is done with a 
computer system. 

Application generator. A pro-
gram that writes other pro-
grams based on the user’s input 
combined into a single mod-
ule of software.  

Application programmer. A per-
son who writes computer pro-

grams, such as spreadsheets, 
word processors, database pro-
grams, and specific application 
programs (e.g., accounting or 
inventory programs). There are 
two categories: business-
application programmers and 
scientific- or engineering-
application programmers. 

Application software, A com-
puter program or set of pro-
grams intended to perform a 
specific function, such as ac-
counting, payroll, word proc-
essing, spreadsheet calculating, 
or database management. 

Application-specific integrated 
circuit (AS1C). An integrated 
circuit designed to fill the spe-
cific requirements of an appli-
cation. 

Architecture. A term used by 
computer designers to desig-
nate the structure of complex 
information-processing sys-
tems. It includes the kinds of 
instructions and data used, the 
memory organization and ad-
dressing, and the methods by 
which the system is imple-
mented. 

Arithmetic/logic unit. See ALU. 
Arithmetic operator. A symbol 

that tells the computer to per-
form an arithmetic operation. 
The operators are (+) for addi-
tion, (-) for subtraction, (*) 
for multiplication, (/) for divi-
sion, and (**) for exponentia-
tion. 
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Arithmetic unit. The functional 
unit of a central processing unit 
that performs adding, subtract-
ing, multiplying, dividing, and 
shifting of numbers.  

Array. A type of data structure 
that consists of two or more 
related data elements identified 
by a single name.  

Artificial  intelligence  (AI). The 
branch of computerscience that 
attempts to understand the na-
ture of intelligence and pro-
duces new classes of intelligent 
machines. Areas of study in-
clude robotics, speech recogni-
tion, image recognition, natural
-language processing, and ex-
pert systems. 

Artificial language. A language 
whose syntax, grammar, and 
rules were developed prior to 
its use. Programming lan-
guages are examples of artifi-
cial languages.  

Artificial life. A lifelike process in 
an artificial medium such as a 
computer model, simulation, or 
robot. Artificial life simula-
tions have been developed that 
synthesize some of the proc-
esses (e.g., reproduction, 
growth, learning, and evo-
lution) exhibited by biological 
systems of life. 

Ascending order. Sequential ar-
rangement from lowest to 
highest. A telephone book, for 
example, lists names in ascend-
ing order.  

ASCII. An acronym for American 
Standard Code for Information 
Inter-change. A seven- or eight
-bit code that specifies a 
unique set of binary digits that 
represent a character set. 

Assembler. A program that trans-
lates an assembly-level lan-
guage into machine language. 

Assembly-level language. A low-
level computer language con-
sisting of symbolic instructions 
and addresses that translate 
into machine codes on a one-to
-one basis. 

Asynchronous  transmission. A 
mode of communication in 
which individual data packages 
are sent at random time inter-
vals. (See also Synchronous 
transmission). 

Attribute. A column in a two-
dimensional database.  

Audio digitizer board. A board 
that plugs into a computer’s 
expansion slot and turns analog 
sound waves into digital files 
for playback. 

Authoring system. A specialized 
application generator that com-
bines hardware and software 
tools for designing interactive 
programs. 

Automatic teller machine 
(ATM). A special-purpose 
computer that allows bank cus-
tomers to perform routine bank
-ing transactions themselves, 
rather than having to wait for a 
bank employee. 
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Automation. Short for automatic 
operation. The process of 
mechanizing or computerizing 

functions so they perform 
without human intervention. 

B-tree. A file in which the records 
are structured into an inverted 
tree based on a series of mid-
points. For example, the root of 
the tree is the midpoint of a 
file, at the second level are 
more midpoints, and so on. 

Background study. The analysis 
of an existing system for the 
purpose of performing a re-
quirements analysis. 

Backingup. Copying program or 
data files in case the original is 
lost or destroyed. 

Backup file. A copy of a file made 
for safekeeping in case the 
original is lost or damaged. 

Band/belt/train printer. An im-
pact printer that uses one strik-
ing mechanism for each char-
acter position across a line; 
sometimes called a line printer. 

Bandwidth. The term used as a 
measure of the capacity of a 
communication channel, ex-
pressed in bits per second. 

Bank switching. A software tech-
nique used to increase a com-
puter’s memory by allowing 
different pieces of memory to 
occupy the same addresses.  

Bar code. A series of thick and 
thin stripes used to represent 
numbers and characters. 

BASIC. An acronym for Beginner’s 
All-purpose Symbolic Instruc-
tion Code. Ahigh-level program-
ming language originally in-
tended for time-sharing systems 
but now used primarily in con-
junction with microcomputers. 

Batch processing. A method by 
which a computer performs 
one job at a time, with no hu-
man interaction occurring dur-
ing the job. 

Baud. A unit of information trans-
fer that is synonymous with 
one bit per second. 

Bidirectional printing. Printing 
lines of output in alternate di-
rections. For example, if the 
first line is printed left to right, 
the next line will be printed 
right to left. 

Binary digit. The smallest unit of 
information capable of being 
represented in a computer or 
communication system.  

Binary number. A number sys-
tem that uses only the symbols 
0 and 1 to represent digits 
(from the Latin binarius, mean-
ing “two at a time”). 

Binary search. A search method 
in which a list of items is suc-
cessively halved until the 
sought item is located. 

B 
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Binary signal. A computer circuit 
that is represented by two dif-
ferent levels (high and low) of 
voltage. 

Biometric device. An instrument 
that performs mathematical 
analysis of biological character-
istics. Examples include analyz-
ing speech, handwriting, fin-
gerprints, or eye retina features. 

BIOS. An acronym for basic in-
put/ output system. The part of 
an operating system that links 
the specific hardware devices 
to the software. 

Bistable. A hardware device, such 
as a switch, that can only as-
sume two stable states, such as 
on or off. 

Bit. Short for binary digit. (See 
also Binary digit). 

Bit map. A technique for dividing a 
display screen into a very fine 
grid of pixels that uses a video 
memory, in which bits represent 
pixels on a display screen. With 
bit mapping, a grid of pixels on a 
display screen is represented by 
a light or dark point on the sur-
face of the display screen. (See 
also Pixel). 

Bits per second. The number of 
bits of information that pass a 
given point in one second. A 
measure of the carrying capac-
ity of a channel; sometimes 
called baud rate. 

Boolean algebra. An algebra that 
is used to manipulate symbols 
according to the operators and, 

or, and not. It allows logic to 
be handled as simply as math-
ematical formulas. Developed 
by George Boole in 1847. 

Bootstrap loader. An initialisa-
tion program that sets up and 
readies the computer when it is 
turned on. 

Bottom-up design. In software 
development, a technique that 
starts with the parts or most 
basic functional components 
and proceeds to build a whole 
or completed program. 

Branch. A type of program in-
struction that performs a test 
on a register or flag and, de-
pending on the results, con-
tinues on with the next instruc-
tion in sequence, or branches 
(or jumps) to another instruc-
tion in the program. 

Buffer. A device (usually a mem-
ory) that temporarily stores 
data while it is being routed to 
a destination, such as a printer, 
mass storage, or a communica-
tion channel. 

Bug. A computer term for an er-
ror. A software bug is a pro-
gramming error, a hardware 
bug is a malfunction or design 
error in the computer or one of 
its components. 

Bundled. A computer system sold 
as a complete system. A typi-
cal bundled system would in-
clude all the necessary hard-
ware components along with a 
vari-ety of software programs 
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for various applications; often 
called a turnkey system. 

Bus. The electrical pathway used to 
transfer information from one 
point in a computer to another. 

Bus network. A system in which 
all computers or terminals 
communicate via a common 
distribution channel or bus. 

Business systems analyst. A sys-
tems analyst who is in an or-
ganizational department other 
than the data-process-ing de-
partment. 

Byte. A sequence of eight consecu
-tive bits used in coding sys-
tems to repre-sent one charac-
ter of data or information. 

C. A high-level programming lan-
guage that is very popular with 
system programmers because 
of its transportability between 
computer systems. 

Cache. A high-speed buffer mem-
ory filled from lower-speed 
mass storage. Frequently used 
instructions and data can be fed 
to and from the CPU much 
faster when located in a cache. 
Pronounced “cash”. 

Cathode ray tube. See CRT.  
CCITT. Short for Consultative Com-

mittee for International Telephone 
and Telegraphy, A United Na-
tions standards organization re-
sponsible for setting international 
telecommunications standards. 

CD ROM. An acronym for com-
pact disk read-only memory. 
An optical disk on which data 
are encoded for retrieval by a 
laser. (See also Optical disk). 

Cell. In a spreadsheet, the space 
representing the intersection of 
a row and column. 

Cellular mobile radio. A tech-
nique for dividing a geographi-

cal area into hexagonal-shaped 
cells, A local antenna within 
each cell is used to transmit via 
noninterfering frequencies. As 
mobile radio users move from 
cell to cell, telephone calls 
continue uninterrupted while a 
central computer adjusts trans-
mit and receive frequencies. 
Cellular mobileradio service is 
an alternative to the more lim-
ited single-antenna mobile-
telephone services. 

Central electronic complex. The 
processor and memory of a 
computer system along with 
some pathways for information 
to travel between the two. 

Central processing unit. See CPU. 
CGA. Short for color graphics 

adapter, an IBM video card 
that plugs into an expansion 
slot and provides 320- by 200
-pixel resolution and a 16-
color palette on the display 
screen. (See also EGA; VGA; 
XGA). 

Channel. A pathway for the trans-
mission of data or information 

C 
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to and from a computer or 
communication system. 

Character map. A technique for 
dividing the display screen into 
a grid that is 25 rows high by 
80 columns wide. Each loca-
tion on the grid can correspond 
to a character, such as a letter, 
number, or punctuation mark. 
A ROM (read-only memory) 
stores each character as a pat-
tern of dots. 

Chart. Graphics or diagrams that 
display data or the relation-
ships among data in pictorial 
form. 

Charting program. A built-in 
component of spreadsheet pro-
grams. These programs are 
capable of transforming data 
that are contained in their 
spread-sheet into charts – 
graphics or diagrams that dis-
play data or the relationships 
among data in pictorial form. 
Common chart types include 
bar, line, and pie charts. 

Chip. A small piece of silicon or 
other semiconducting material 
containing an integrated cir-
cuit. 

Circuit. (1) In a computer, an in-
terconnected set of components 
that per-forms an electronic 
function. (2) In communi-
cations, an electrical connec-
tion between two nodes. 

Circuit switching. A physical 
(electrical) connection between 
two nodes in a communication 

network that dedicates the en-
tire bandwidth of that circuit 
until the connection is dropped. 
(See also Packet switching). 

Class. In object-oriented program-
ming, a generalized category 
that describes a group of ob-
jects that can exist within it. 
The class serves as the tem-
plate from which specific ob-
jects are created. 

Client. An end user or computer 
program that requests re-
sources across a network.  

Client/server computing. A com-
bi-nation of clients and servers 
that provides the framework 
for distributing files and data-
bases across a network. 

Clock. A computer circuit that 
uses regular electrical pulses to 
trigger, time, and synchronize 
various events within a com-
puter. 

Coaxial cable. A channel medium 
consisting of wire surrounded 
by a flexible metallic shielding. 

COBOL. An acronym for COm-
mon Business Oriented Lan-
guage. A high-level program-
ming language that is used pri-
marily for business-oriented 
applications. 

Code. (1) A set of symbols, such 
as the dots and dashes of the 
Morse code, that represents 
another set of symbols, such as 
the letters of the alphabet. (2) 
The set of rules that defines the 
way in which bits can be ar-



241 Unit 1 

ranged to represent numbers 
and letters. Example: ASCII. 
(3) To write a computer pro-
gram in a specific pro-
gramming language. 

Collision. In a communications 
network, when two messages 
are transmitted at the same 
time, they will collide, result-
ing in a garbled transmission 
with neither message arriving 
at its destination intact. 

Collision detection. A task per-
formed in a network system to 
prevent two computers from 
transmitting at the same time and 
having the messages collide. 

Command. An instruction that 
tells a computer to perform an 
operation. 

Command-driven interface. Soft-
ware that takes action as a re-
sult of the user typing single-
letter, word, or line commands. 

Command processor. A program 
that examines what you type 
when interacting with an oper-
ating system. 

Communication. (1) A process by 
which information is ex-
changed between individuals 
through the use of a commonly 
agreed-onset of symbols. (2) 
From an engineering stand-
point, the movement of elec-
tronic traffic from one point to 
another. 

Communication channel. A 
transmission path for electrical 
or optical signals. All commu-

nication channels use the me-
dium of electromagnetic wa-
ves, such as radio waves, light 
waves, and microwaves. 

Communication processor. A de-
vice that interfaces a central 
computer to a number of termi-
nals. 

Communication server. A device 
that connects local-area net-
works (LANs) to wide-area 
(WANs) or telecommunica-
tion networks. 

Communications software. Pro-
grams that enable a computer 
to connect to other computers 
and exchange information. 

Communication system. A sys-
tem that consists of senders 
(transmitters), physical chan-
nels, and receivers. 

Compatibility. (l) The ability to 
connect different computer 
systems, devices, or software 
so they can work together. (2) 
The capability of different 
computer systems to process 
the same applications. 

Compiler. A computer program 
(software) that reads a high-
level program to (1) check it 
for spelling and grammar er-
rors and (2) translate it into 
lower-level language instruc-
tions. 

Component. In the computer in-
dustry, an elementary part, 
such as an integrated circuit, 
memory chip, or microproces-
sor, that can be connected to 
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other parts to form larger sys-
tems. 

Compression. Techniques for 
compacting information so that 
it requires less storage space. 

Computer. An electronic device 
that can accept input, process it 
according to a set of instruc-
tions, store the instructions and 
the results of processing, and 
produce results as its output. 

Computer-aided design (CAD). 
The use of a computer system 
to aid the process of design. 

Computer-aided engineering 
(CAE). The use of a computer 
system to produce, analyze, 
test, and design systems and 
components. 

Computer-aided manufacturing 
(CAM). The use of a computer 
system to assist in a manufac-
turing process. 

Computer-aided software engi-
neering (CASE). A set of 
tools to automate the tasks 
involved in designing and de-
veloping large-scale or com-
plex software projects. In-
cluded are data dictionaries, 
diagram generators, prototyp-
ing tools, and consistency-
checking tools. 

Computer-assisted instruction 
(CAI). The use of a computer 
system to provide instruction 
and drill and practice in basic 
computation and language skills. 

Computer graphics. A broad 
term that refers to the methods 

and techniques used to draw 
pictures or images on display 
screens or on special graphic 
printers and plotters. 

Computer-integrated manufac-
turing (CIM). Computer-
based systems in different 
company departments that in-
tegrate independent design, 
manufacturing, and administra-
tive functions. For example, 
drafting accomplished on a CAD 
system might be directly linked 
to a numerically controlled 
CAM factory machine tool. 

Computer literacy. The knowl-
edge and skills required to use 
a computer as a problem-
solving tool. 

Computer science. The science of 
problem-solving techniques 
using computers. 

Computer systems analyst. A 
systems analyst who is in the 
data-processing department 
and is concerned with the tech-
nical aspects of system design. 

Computerization. The reshaping 
of society by the widespread 
adoption and use of computers. 

Computerized information ser-
vices. On-line databases to 
which subscribers can gain 
access via telephone lines. 

Computerphobia. The fear of 
computers. 

Concentrator. A device that com-
bines data from several sources 
into a smaller number of chan-
nels for retransmission. 
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Concurrent program execution. 
The execution of two or more 
programs at the same time. 
They actually take turns using 
the computer so rapidly that 
they give the illusion of operat-
ing concurrently. 

Configuration. A set of computer 
equipment programmed and/or 
physically linked together to 
operate as a system. 

Container object. An object that 
holds other objects so they can 
be easily stored, filed, or sent 
through electronic mail.  

Control bus. An electrical path-
way used to signal various 
parts of a computer when to 
transfer information and when 
the transfer is complete.  

Control key. Akey that when 
pressed in combination with 
other keys generates control 
characters for use by a pro-
gram. For example, pressing a 
control key in conjunction with 
the D key might mean delete a 
character in a word processing 
program. 

Control structures. Statements in 
the program that control the 
order in which the instructions 
are executed. Examples in-
clude sequence, selection, 
looping, and case. 

Control unit. The functional unit 
of the CPU that is responsible 
for retrieving instructions from 
memory, determining their 
type, and breaking each in-

struction into a series of sim-
ple, small steps or actions. 

Coprocessor. A processor that 
adds additional functions to the 
central processor. Examples 
include math and graphics co-
processors. 

Copy protection. A technique 
used by software developers to 
make a disk difficult, if not 
impossible, to copy. 

CPU. An acronym for central 
processing unit. The part of the 
computer system that interprets 
and executes instructions, per-
forms arithmetic and logic op-
erations, and directs the input, 
storage, and output operations. 
Also called a processor. 

CRT. An acronym for cathode ray 
tube. A type of screen found in 
television sets and computer 
displays in which an electron 
beam scans a phosphor-coated 
surface, leaving light or dark 
points of light (pixels) on the 
inside face of the screen. (See 
also Pixel). 

Cursor. A visual aid on a display 
screen that indicates where the 
next symbol will appear, usu-
ally in the form of an arrow, 
blinking block, or blinking 
underline. 

Cursor movement keys. Keys 
that move the cursor in a par-
ticular direction when pressed. 

Cybernetics. The science of com-
munication and control in living 
organisms and machines. It in-
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cludes the study of messages as 
a means of controlling ma-
chinery and society, the develop-
ment of automation, and the 
study of psychology and the 
nervous system. 

Cycle. A set of operations that is 
repeated regularly in the same 
sequence. 

Cylinder. The imaginary surface 
composed of all the tracks that 
lie directly above and below 
one another on a multiple-
platter disk pack. 

Data. A general term meaning the 
facts, numbers, letters, and 
symbols processed by a com-
puter or communication system 
to produce information. (See 
also Information). 

Data bus. An electrical pathway 
over which data and instruc-
tions travel to and from the 
processor.  

Data communications. The trans-
fer of data or information be-
tween computer-related devices. 

Data dictionary. (1) In system de-
sign, a listing of all the data ele-
ments and data structures within 
a system. (2) In a database sys-
tem, a file that contains de-
scriptions of and relationships 
among a collection of data. 

Data-flow diagram. In systems 
analysis, a series of blocks that 
represents processes or proce-
dures that are connected by 
flow lines. 

Data independence. The ability 
of a database to exist independ-
ently of specific applications. 

Data integrity. Techniques for 
protecting a database against 
invalid alteration or destruc-
tion. 

Data model. A description of the 
way to structure and manipu-
late the data in a database. The 
structural part of the model 
specifies how data should be 
represented (e.g., tree, tables, 
and so on). 

Data processing. A general term 
that stands for all the logical, 
arithmetic, and input/output 
operations that can be per-
formed on data by a computer. 

Data-processing analyst. A sys-
tems analyst who is in the data 
processing department of an 
organization and is concerned 
with the technical aspects of 
system design. Also called 
computer systems analyst. 

Data-processing (DP) depart-
ment. The combination of the 
information system and the 
people who support it. The DP 
department combines computer 
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and communication hardware 
and software with manual pro-
cedures and models for analy-
sis, planning, control, and deci-
sion making. 

Data security. Techniques for 
protecting a database against 
access or modification without 
authorization. 

Data structure. An organizational 
scheme used to structure or 
organize data so that they can 
be stored, retrieved, and ma-
nipulated by a program. Exam-
ples include records, lists, and 
arrays. 

Database. (1) A collection of dif-
ferent types of data organized 
according to a structure that 
minimizes redundancies and 
facilitates the manipulation of 
the data. (2) A collection of 
one or more files treated as a 
whole unit. 

Database management system 
(DBMS). Software that organ-
izes, manipulates, and retrieves 
data stored in a database. 

Database manager. Multiple 
files, their indexes, the rela-
tionships among data in the 
files, and a program to link the 
files and handle basic tasks, 
such as entering, modifying, 
retrieving, and printing data 
from the files. (See also File 
manager). 

Database server. Software that 
services requests to a database 
across a network. 

Database system. An information 
system that integrates a collec-
tion of data and makes it avail-
able to a wide variety of people 
in an organization. 

Database transaction. A group of 
database modifications treated 
as a single unit. 

Debug. The process of going 
through a program (software) 
or component (hardware) to 
remove errors. 

Decimal number. Referring to the 
base 10 number system we 
normally use for arithmetic. 
Some early computers used 
decimal numbers instead of 
binary numbers.  

Decision support software. 
Knowledge-based software 
that builds decision-making 
models. 

Decision support system. Appli-
cations within MIS that di-
rectly support specific decision 
making.  

Decode. To modify information 
from a computer-readable form 
into a form that people can 
read or use. (See also Encode). 

Decryption. The decoding of a 
cryptic electronic transmission. 
(See also Encryption). 

Dedicated. Something designed 
for a specific use, such as a 
leased line for data transmis-
sion or a computer intended 
only for word processing. 

Default. An action or value that a 
computer automatically as-

Glossary 



246 Сomputer studies 

sumes unless a different action 
or value is specified. 

Descending order. Arrangement 
of information in sequence 
from highest to lowest. (See 
also Ascending order). 

Design review. The process of reex-
amining the proposed design 
with the intended users and other 
systems analysts and program-
ming professionals. 

Desktop publishing. The use of 
personal computers to prepare 
and print a wide variety of type-
set- or near-typeset-quality docu-
ments. The process involves 
composing the text, manipulat-
ing graphics, making up or com-
posing the document, and pub-
lishing the finished product on a 
laser printer or typesetter. 

Detail documentation. Documen-
tation that provides a program-
mer with sufficient information 
to write the program. 

Device driver. Programs that in-
terface with the operating sys-
tem to control the operation of 
the hardware components of a 
personal computer system. The 
device driver is responsible for 
translating instructions from 
the application into commands 
the hardware understands. 

Dialog box. A temporary window 
that contains choices when the 
program needs additional in-
formation from the user. 

Dial-up line. The normal switched 
telephone line that is used as a 

transmission medium for com-
munications.  

Double in-line memory module 
(DIMM). A mini circuit board 
designed to accomodate sur-
face-mounted memory chips. 
DIMMs plug into small sock-
ets on the system. 

Digital. Relating to the technology 
of communications and com-
puters by which information is 
stored and transmitted in bi-
nary ones and zeros. (See also 
Analog). 

Digital camera. A camera cou-
pled with a processor used for 
encoding highly detailed im-
ages, such as pictures or three-
dimensional objects, into digi-
tal data. 

Digital computer. A type of com-
puter capable of representing 
binary digits by producing and 
sensing discrete on or off states 
represented by binary ones and 
zeros. 

Digitizing. The process of trans-
lating analog data into digital 
data. 

Direct conversion method. When 
changing from one computer 
system or method of operation 
to another, the old system or 
method is stopped and the new 
system or method is started 
immediately. 

Direct-access file. A type of file 
organization scheme designed 
for processing records in an 
order other than sequential. 
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Also called a random-access 
file. 

Direct source input. Data that are 
captured directly from their 
source without the requirement 
of a separate transcribing step. 
(See also Transcribed in-put). 

Disk. A circular platter on which a 
magnetic or reflective coating 
is applied. Used for long-term 
storage of data. 

Disk array. The combination and 
synchronization of multiple disk 
drives into one self-contained 
unit. A disk array features faster 
data access and higher data 
throughput than an equivalent-
sized single disk drive. 

Disk cartridge. Removable disks 
that are sealed in a container 
similar to a videotape car-
tridge.  

Disk drive. A device that houses 
the motor to spin the disk and 
the read/write head for access-
ing and storing information on 
the disk. 

Disk pack. A removable stack of 
hard disks joined together by a 
common spindle. 

Display. A method or device for 
representing information that is 
output from a computer sys-
tem. Usually found in the form 
of a cathode ray tube (CRT) or 
flat-panel display. (See also 
CRT; Flat-panel display). 

Distributed computing. A type of 
processing that utilizes a num-
ber of small computers distrib-

uted throughout an organiza-
tion. 

Distributed database. A capability 
in which different pans of a data-
base reside on physically separate 
computers. The goal is to access 
information without regard to 
where the data might be stored.  

DMA. An acronym for direct-
memory access. A technique 
by which the CPU is placed in 
a wait state while another de-
vice transfers data to or from 
memory at a high rate. 

Document. Any text or collection of 
characters (letters, numbers, 
spaces, punctuation marks, and 
other symbols); usually associ-
ated with word processing and 
desktop-publishing applications. 

Documentation. (1) The books, 
manuals, or tutorials that ac-
company a computer-related 
product. (2) Written specifica-
tions that are a part of the pro-
cess of developing software. 

DOS. An acronym for disk operat-
ing system. (See also Operat-
ing system). 

Dot-matrix printer. A printer that 
uses a selected pattern of dots 
transferred by impact to pro-
duce images on paper. 

Download. A method of sending a 
copy of data, such as a file, 
from a central location to a 
remote location and storing it 
there for future use. 

DRAM. An acronym for dynamic 
random-access memory, a 
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memory that is constantly re-
freshed with electrical pulses. 
Pronounced “dee-ram”. 

Draw program. A graphics pro-
gram that provides commands to 
create lines, circles, rectangles, 
and other shapes, as well as do 
freehand sketching, while al-
lowing the objects created to be 
resized or moved around without 
affecting other objects. Exam-

ples include MacDraw for the 
Macintosh and Windows Draw 
for MS-DOS computers.  

Duplex. A data communications 
term that indicates how many 
directions data can flow at one 
time. In half-duplex, data move 
in one direction at a time; in 
full-duplex, data move in two 
directions at a time. 

EBCDIC. An acronym for Ex-
tended Binary-Coded Decimal 
Interchange Code. An eight-bit 
code designed by IBM that 
assigns binary digits to specific 
symbols. Used primarily by 
IBM computers. 

Edit. To make changes in data, a 
program, or a document. 

EGA. Short for enhanced graphics 
adapter, an IBM video board 
that plugs into an expansion 
slot and provides 640-by 350-
pixel resolution and a 16-color 
palette on the display screen. 
(See also CG4, VGA). 

Electroluminescent display (ELD). 
A display device that produces 
light through the application of 
electric current on a sensitive 
surface. 

Electronic conference. A meeting 
that is conducted over an elec-
tronic network using terminals 
or personal computers. 

Electronic data interchange (EDI). 
The computer-to-computer 

electronic transmission of stan-
dard documents such as in-
voices and purchase orders. 
EDI makes the translation of 
paper-based documents into 
and out of a generic form pos-
sible so that they can be trans-
ferred electronically among 
different computers. 

Electronic mail. An electronic 
technology that handles the 
sending and receiving of mes-
sages. 

Electronic mailbox. A file stored 
on disk in which each record 
represents a message and 
serves as an interface for elec-
tronic mail. 

Electronic marketplace. The 
buying and selling of informa-
tion through information ser-
vices and videotex services. 
Examples of services that can 
be subscribed to include Prod-
igy, The Source, CompuServe, 
Dialog, and Nexis. 
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Electronic pen. A pen that utilizes 
radio waves to communicate 
with a grid of wires underneath 
a liquid-crystal display screen. 
Radio waves are sent to the tip 
of the pen and returned for 
position analysis. Also called a 
stylus. 

Electronic transaction. The elec-
tronic transfer of funds in lieu 
of conventional paper transac-
tions, such as checks. 

Electrostatic printer. A printer 
that uses electricity to transfer 
images onto specially coated 
paper. 

Emulation. The imitation of one 
computer system or part of a 
computer system by another. 

Encode. To modify information 
into a desired pattern for trans-
mission or processing. (See 
also Decode). 

Encryption. The coding of an 
electronic transmission for 
purposes of security or privacy. 
(See also Decryption). 

End user. A person who uses a 
product, as opposed to a person 
who develops or markets the 
product. 

End-user development. The use 
of tools, such as macros, pro-
gram generators, or interface 
builders, by noncomputer spe-
cialists to develop applications 
that the end users will use. 

Enterprise computing. Computer 
and communication technology 
that combines geographically 

dispersed office workers, com-
puting resources, and in-
formation into a single inte-
grated environment. 

Erasable optical disk. An optical 
disk that uses lasers to read and 
write information to and from 
the disk, but also uses a mag-
netic material on the surface of 
the disk and a magnetic write 
head to achieve erasability. 

Ergonomics. The science of the 
study of how people use tools 
to perform work and how they 
physically relate to their envi-
ronment.  

Error checking. In communica-
tions, software routines that 
identify and often correct erro-
neous data. 

Execute. To run a computer pro-
gram or part of a program. 

Expanded memory. Bank-
switched memory that expands 
the memory of a microproces-
sor beyond its one-megabyte 
limitation, (See also Bank 
switching; Extended memory). 

Expansion slot. A series of sock-
ets into which additional cir-
cuit boards can be plugged. 
Many personal computers and 
minicomputers use an “open 
architecture” by which addi-
tional hardware devices can 
easily be added to the system 
via expansion slots. (See also 
Architecture). 

Expert system. A computer pro-
gram that solves specialized 
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problems at the level of a hu-
man expert. 

Expert-system shell. A develop-
ment environment that uses 
rules or examples as its input 
but eliminates the need for 
programming. 

Extended memory. Real memory 
that extends beyond the one-
megabyte addressing limitation 
of a microprocessor. (See also 
Expanded memory). 

Facsimile. A method for electroni-
cally copying and transmitting 
an image. 

Fault. A condition that causes a 
functional component to fail to 
operate in the required manner. 

Fault-tolerant computer. A com-
puter that uses redundant hard-
ware or software components 
to prevent failure from disrupt-
ing the operation of the sys-
tem. The system can continue 
processing while the faulty 
component is replaced or re-
paired. 

Fiber-Distributed Data Inter-
change (FDDI). A token-
based local-area network tech-
nology that operates at 100 
million bits per second. 

Fiber optics. Transmitting infor-
mation by using infrared or 
visible light frequencies 
through glass fibers. 

Field. The smallest unit of named 
data that has meaning in a re-
cord. A field usually describes 
an attribute of the record, such 
as a name or address. 

 

File. A collection of organized 
data stored as one complete 
unit for processing. 

File manager. A single file, its in-
dexes, and a program to handle 
basic tasks, such as entering, 
modifying, retrieving, and 
printing data from the file. 

File server. A device that inter-
faces files or databases to a 
local-area network. 

Firmware. Software that has been 
copied on integrated circuits, 
usually ROM (read-only mem-
ory). 

First generation. Referring to com-
puters of the period 1951-1958, 
which used vacuum tubes. 

Fixed-length operations. The type 
of operations performed by a 
word-addressable computer. 

Flat file. A single file consisting 
of rows (records) and columns 
(fields) of data that resemble a 
two-dimensional spreadsheet. 

Flat-panel display. A display char-
acterized by a thin panel consist-
ing of rows and columns of pix-
els. Digital circuits feed signals 
to each row and column. For 
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example, sending a low voltage 
down a row while sending 
higher voltages across selected 
columns causes the pixels at the 
intersections to light up.  

Floppy disk. A flexible plastic 
disk coated with a magnetic 
recording material. 

Flowchart. A graphic representa-
tion used in the design phase of 
programming to represent the 
logic of a program or module. 
(See also System flowchart). 

Form. (1) In database manage-
ment systems, a display that 
identifies the names and char-
acteristics of the fields within a 
record. (2) In printed materials, 
a structured document with 
spaces reserved for entering 
information. 

Format. (1) The process of pre-
paring a magnetic storage me-
dium, such as a floppy disk, to 
store data in specified places 
(i.e., tracks and sectors). (2) 
The way information is physi-
cally organized on a display 
screen, printed page, or disk. 

FORTRAN. Short for formula 
translator. A high-level com-
puter programming language 
used primarily for scientific 
and engineering applications. 

Fourth generation. Referring to 
computers of the period 1975 
to the present, which use vari-
ous forms of microproces-sor 
and other VLSI chips. (See 
also Microprocessor; VLSI). 

Fourth-generation language. A 
term that encompasses (1) 
presentation languages, such as 
query languages and report 
generators; (2) specialty lan-
guages, such as spreadsheets 
and database languages; (3) 
application generators that de-
fine, input, modify or update, 
and report data to build applica-
tions; and (4) very-high-level 
languages that are used to gener-
ate application code. Often ab-
breviated as 4 GL. 

Frame. (1) A basic unit of infor-
mation (equivalent to one full 
screen) in a video-tex system. 
(2) The vertical section of 
magnetic tape that corresponds 
to one byte of data. 

Frame buffer. In graphics, a spe-
cial area of random-access 
memory that holds the contents 
of a screen display. The proc-
essor can perform manipula-
tions on information in a frame 
buffer before it is displayed. 
Sometimes used interchange-
ably with the term bit map. 

Freeware. Software that is given 
away free of charge. Freeware 
is often made available on 
electronic bulletin boards and 
through user groups. 

Frequency. The rate at which a 
signal pattern is repeated. 

Frequency-division multiplex-
ing. The communication proc-
ess of assigning a channel to 
several users on the basis of 
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dividing the channel into dif-
ferent frequencies. 

Front-end processor. A computer 
that handles communications 
between terminals and a cen-
tral computer. 

Full-duplex. A mode that allows 
two computers to send and 
receive data at the same time.  

Full-text retrieval software. Soft-
ware that allows text to be in-
dexed, edited, annotated, 

linked, and searched for in an 
electronic document.  

Function key. A key that tells a 
program to perform a specific 
action, usually labeled [Fl] 
through [F10] or [F12]. Press-
ing the [Fl] key, for example, 
might invoke a help system. 

Functional specification. A pre-
cise description of the func-
tional requirements of a com-
puter system. 

Garbage in-garbage out. A term 
referring to information proc-
essing that has been distorted 
by invalid input. 

Gas plasma display. A display de-
vice in which a gas, usually a 
mixture of neon and argon, is 
trapped between flat glass plates. 
A grid of electrodes permits the 
turning on and off of pixels. 

Gate array. A standardized de-
sign for an integrated circuit 
consisting of a fixed number of 
logic gates that can be inter-
connected according to cus-
tomer specifications. 

Gateway. A device used to con-
nect dissimilar networks. 

General-purpose computer. A 
type of computer that can be 
programmed for a wide variety 
of tasks or applications.  

General-purpose programs. Pro-
grams that are adaptable to a 
wide variety of tasks, such as 
word processing, spreadsheet, 

database management, graph-
ics, and communications. Also 
called general-purpose applica-
tion software. 

Geographical information sys-
tem (GIS). A system that digi-
tizes maps and images of dis-
tributions of statistical data and 
displays them as graphics. 

Gigabyte (GB). A unit of measure 
that is the equivalent of 230, or 
1,073,741,824 bytes. 

Graphical user interface. An inter-
face that uses pictures and 
graphic symbols to represent 
commands, choices, or actions. 

Graphics. The term encompassing 
several elements, including 
color, motion, and resolution, 
that together result in the ability 
of a computer to show line draw-
ings, pictures, or animation on a 
display screen or printer. 

Grayscale scanner. A scanner 
that is able to distinguish 
among levels of gray as well as 
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black-and-white. By measuring 
the relative amount of reflected 
light, a grayscale scanner can 
translate points in the image 
into a code that represents the 
levels of gray at each point. 

Groupware. Application software 
that supports collaborative 
work and integrates electronic 
mail, conferencing, calendar 
and scheduling software; work-
flow software, which auto-

mates the routing of business 
processes and forms over a 
network; and document man-
agement software to handle the 
creating and revision of shared 
documents on a network. 

Guided-vehicle system. Robots that 
can find their way around a fac-
tory either by sensing guide 
wires embedded in the floor or 
through a vision system. 

Hacker. A term for a person who 
gains access to computer sys-
tems without authorization. 

Half-duplex. A mode that allows 
two computers to send and 
receive data, but only in one 
direction at a time. For ex-
ample, if one computer is re-
ceiving data, it must wait until 
transmission is complete be-
fore sending data. 

Handshaking. A procedure or 
protocol used to establish if 
two computers or a computer 
and a peripheral are ready to 
exchange information. 

Handwriting recognition. The 
process of recognizing charac-
ters (e.g., letters, numbers, and 
punctuation) handwritten or 
printed on a display screen and 
translating them into digital 
codes that are redisplayed as 
text on the screen. 

Hard automation. Dedicated 
equipment that can only per-

form a single operation under 
carefully controlled circum-
stances, for example, a factory 
assembly line that can auto-
matically weld certain types of 
car parts. 

Hard copy. Output from a com-
puter system that is in the form 
of images recorded on paper or 
film. 

Hard disk. A disk made of a rigid 
base, such as aluminum, and 
coated with a magnetic-oxide 
layer.  

Hardware. The physical compo-
nents associated with a com-
puter or other system. (See also 
Software). 

Hashing. A mathematical tech-
nique for assigning a unique 
number to each record in a file. 

Heuristic methods. Exploratory 
methods for problem solving in 
which an evaluation is made of 
the progress toward the goal 
using a series of approximate 
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results. Sometimes associated 
with trial-and-error methods or 
rules of thumb. (See also Algo-
rithm). 

Hexadecimal number. A number 
system that uses a base of 16. Its 
symbols consist of 0,1,2,3,4, 
5,6,7,8,9, A, B, C, D, E, and F. It 
is often used as a shorthand 
method for writing binary num-
bers. (See also Binary number; 
Decimal number). 

Hierarchical model. A method 
for storing data in a database 
that structures data into an in-
verted tree in which records 
contain (1) a single root or 
master key field that identifies 
the type, location, or ordering 
of the records, and (2) a vari-
able number of subordinate 
fields that define the rest of the 
data within a record. 

Hierarchical network. A central 
controller coupled to a series of 
nodes (or subcontrollers), that 
are connected to several termi-
nals or personal computers. 

Hierarchy chart. A diagram that 
shows the interrelationships 
among program modules. Also 
called a structure chart.  

High-level documentation. Docu-
mentation used by systems 
analysts to provide a picture of 

the overall structure of the sys-
tem, including input, process-
ing, storage, and output.  

High-level language. A program-
ming language that allows a 
programmer to specify instruc-
tions in English-like statements 
that are closer to the problem 
being solved than to the com-
puter language in which they are 
written.  

Human factors. Those elements 
that pertain to the design of the 
software interface between 
people and computers. For 
example, the design of icons 
and windows is a human-
factors concern. 

Hybrid approach. An approach 
that enables the assembly of 
systems from two or more ex-
isting tools. 

Hybrid computer. A type of com-
puter designed for highly spe-
cialized tasks, which combines 
the features of both digital and 
analog computers. 

Hypermedia. An extension of 
hypertext that includes graph-
ics, video, sound, and music. 

Hypertext. Electronic books in 
which an author can link infor-
mation and create nonlinear 
paths through related material. 
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Icon. A picture on a display screen 
that represents a physical ob-
ject, such as a file folder, 
memo, letter, in-basket, or 
wastebasket.  

Image scanner. A device that 
converts optically focused im-
ages, such as photographs or 
drawings, into digital images 
that can then be processed like 
any other digital data. A photo-
receptor device is required to 
convert reflected light into 
digital images. 

Immediate addressing. An ad-
dressing technique in which 
the contents of an address por-
tion of an instruction contain 
an operand instead of an ad-
dress. (See also Operand). 

Impact printer. A printer that 
operates on the principle of a 
striking mechanism transfer-
ring an image through a ribbon 
onto paper. 

Index. A list containing an entry 
for each record in a file organ-
ized in a certain way. 

Index file. In a database, a file that 
keeps track of the addresses 
where records can be found. 

Index sequential. A file organiza-
tion method that provides both 
sequential and direct-access 
capability. 

Industrial work. Work involving 
the production of goods and 
services; it is often associated 

with blue-collar factory work-
ers. Inference engine. The part 
of an expert system that per-
forms the reasoning. (See also 
Expert system). 

Information. (1) Data that have a 
context. (2) Data used in deci-
sion making. 

Information explosion. Refers to 
the growing volume of infor-
mation created by the increas-
ingly complex society in which 
we live. 

Information processing. The 
work that information systems 
perform, consisting of respond-
ing to input, processing that 
input according to instructions, 
and providing output. 

Information revolution. (1) A 
term used to indicate the point 
at which modern society shifted 
from being an industrial society 
to being an information society. 
No agreed-on date. (2) The re-
shaping of economic, social, 
political, and technical structures 
resulting from the teaming of 
people and computers. 

Information society. A society 
structured around the princi-
ples of information as a com-
modity and as a strategic re-
source. 

Information system. A system 
that takes input, processes it, 
and produces information as 
output. 
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Information technology. A col-
lective term for computer-and-
communication hardware and 
system-and application-soft-
ware. 

Information theory. The branch 
of computer science that stud-
ies the properties of informa-
tion and how it is measured. 

Information work. Work involv-
ing professionals, managers, 
clerks, and administrators who 
produce information. Inheri-
tance. In object-oriented pro-
gramming, the passing along of 
certain behavior and structure 
from a class to its descendants. 
Inheritance allows new objects 
to be created from old ones.  

Inkjet printer. A printer that uses 
a selected pattern of dots to 
form images that are trans-
ferred by spraying droplets of 
ink. 

Input. (1) The use of a device to 
encode data. (2) The process of 
transferring data into a com-
puter system. 

Instruction. A basic unit of a pro-
gram that specifies what action 
is to be performed on what 
data. 

Instruction counter. A register 
used to store the address 
(location) of the next instruc-
tion to be executed by the 
CPU.  

Instruction set. The unique set of 
software operations that comes 
with every processor and helps 

to define the architecture of the 
processor. (See also Architec-
ture). 

Integrated application software. 
Software that combines several 
applications under one consis-
tent user interface. 

Integrated circuit. A system of 
interrelated circuits packaged 
together on a single silicon chip. 

Interactive. A computer system 
that provides response to all 
inquiries by the user. 

Interface. The hardware and/or 
software necessary to intercon-
nect components of a computer 
system or to connect one com-
puter system to another. 

Interface builder. A program that 
allows you to assemble a user 
interface, also called a front 
end, from a library of prede-
fined graphic objects such as 
windows, buttons, and scroll 
bars. Interpreter. A computer 
program that translates an in-
struction into machine lan-
guage, executes it, and then 
repeats the process for each 
instruction in a program until 
the program is finished. 

Interrupt. A signal that causes a 
processor to suspend the in-
struction that it is currently 
executing and to transfer con-
trol to a special interrupt-
handler program. Interrupts 
may occur because of an ex-
ception, such as an arithmetic 
overflow or data transfer error. 
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I/O port. An abbreviation for in-
put/ output port. A device con-
nected to a computer that al-
lows the input or output of data 
and instructions. (See also 
Port). 

Iterative prototyping. The proc-
ess of building working models 
of the application, testing 
them, and modifying them in 

response to new ideas. (See 
also Prototyping). 

Jargon. The vocabulary peculiar 
to a profession or group. 

Joystick. A lever, pivoted to move 
in any direction, that controls 
the movement of a cursor on a 
display screen. Similar to a 
mouse but used mostly in game 
programs. (See also Cursor).  

K. An abbreviation for 1024 bytes. 
Key. A field in a file used to iden-

tify records for purposes of 
retrieval or sorting. 

Key-to-disk or key-to-tape device. 
A device in which data are en-
tered on a keyboard and directly 
recorded on a disk or tape. 

Keyboard. Keyswitch technology 
coupled with electronic cir-
cuitry that is used to encode 
input data. 

Key field. A field in a file used to 
identify records for purposes of 
retrieval or sorting. 

Keypunch machine. An early 
type of input device in which 
data are entered on a keyboard 

and transcribed by punching 
combinations of holes into 
specially designed cards. 

Kilobyte (KB). A unit of measure 
equal to 2l° or 1024 bytes. (See 
also TC). 

Knowledge base. The collection 
of facts, data, beliefs, assump-
tions, and heuristic methods 
about a problem area. 

Knowledge engineer. A systems 
designer who designs expert 
systems. 

Knowledge representation. The 
formal method for representing 
facts and rules about the area 
under consideration in an ex-
pert system. 

K 

Laptop computer. A term used to 
indicate a portable computer 
that can be operated while on a 
person’s lap. Laptop computers 
are battery powered in their 
normal operation. 

Laser disk. See Optical disk. 
Laser printer. A printer that 

uses a laser to record an im-
pression on a drum or belt, 
which is then transferred to 
paper. 

L 
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LCD. An acronym for liquid-
crystal display. A liquid-filled 
display surface that, when elec-
trically charged, creates im-
ages using ambient light. Typi-
cally used in watches, calcula-
tors, and portable computers. 

LED. An acronym for light-
emitting diode. A semiconduc-
tor device used as a display in 
watches, calculators, and in-
struments. 

Life-cycle approach. An ap-
proach used in system design 
and software development that 
proceeds from definition to 
design and development to 
implementation. 

Light-emitting diode. See LED. 
Light pen. A handheld light-

sensitive device that allows a 
user to point to or write infor-
mation on a display screen. 

Line printer. A printer that prints 
character by character or dot 
by dot, but the process happens 
so fast that it seems to be print-
ing one line at a time.  

Linear density. The number of 
bits per inch on a disk track. 

Linker. A program that combines 
separate modules into one ex-
ecutable program. 

Liquid crystal display. See LCD. 

LISP. Short for list processor. A 
language used primarily by 
artificial intelligence program-
mers for general symbol ma-
nipulation and list processing. 

Loader. A program that brings 
programs stored in a program 
library into memory for execu-
tion. 

Local-area network (LAN). A 
communication channel along 
with interface circuitry that 
connects devices, such as com-
puters or peripherals, within a 
limited geographical distance. 

Logical record. A record that is 
defined according to its content 
or function. (See also Physical 
record). 

Loop. A series of program instruc-
tions that are performed repeat-
edly until a specified condition 
is satisfied. 

Low-level language. A program-
ming language that uses sym-
bolic codes that closely resem-
ble the machine language into 
which they are translated, such 
as an assembler language. (See 
also High-level language). 

LSI. An acronym for large-scale 
integration, a process that 
packs thousands of transistors 
on a single chip. 

Machine cycle. The length of time 
required to perform one specific 
machine (computer) operation. 

Machine language. A computer-
specific set of primitive or ele-
mentary instructions that al-
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lows people to communicate 
with a particular computer. 

Macro. (1) A single command that 
executes a sequence of other 
commands. For example, dis-
playing your name, address, 
and phone number by typing 
[Ctrl ] A. (2) When used as a 
shortened version of macroin-
struction, a single instruction 
that represents a given se-
quence of instructions in a pro-
gram. 

Macro language. A special-
purpose programming lan-
guage embedded inside an ap-
plication; usually found in 
word processor, spreadsheet, 
and database programs. 

Magnetic-ink character recogni-
tion. See MICK. 

Magnetic printer. A printer that 
projects a selected pattern of 
charged particles onto a drum 
that is then transferred onto pa-
per. Also called an ion printer. 

Magnetic tape. A tape, similar to 
audiotape, that is coated with a 
film on which data can be 
magnetically recorded. 

Mainframe. A class of computer 
providing large storage capac-
ity, high-speed processing, and 
complex data-handling capa-
bilities. 

Management information sys-
tem (MIS). Asystem that gath-
ers, condenses, and filters data 
until they become infor-
mation, then makes it available 

on time, and in a useful form, 
for use in decision making at 
various levels of management 
within an organization. 

Mapping. A term that program-
mers use to describe the corre-
spondence between the logical 
and the physical structure of a 
file. For example, if a physical 
record and a logical record 
happen to be equal in size, 
there is said to be one-to-one 
mapping. 

Mask. In integrated-circuit design, 
a glass photographic plate that 
contains the circuit patterns 
used in fabricating a chip. 

Mass storage. The storage of 
mass data. Commonly used to 
replace the term auxiliary stor-
age; includes storing data on 
disks, tapes, and drums. 

Master file. A type of file that can 
be thought of as a relatively 
permanent collection of re-
cords. 

Megabyte (MB). A unit of meas-
ure that is the equivalent of 2-°, 
or 1,048,576, bytes. 

Megahertz (MHz). A term used 
in computers and communica-
tion as a unit of frequency. It 
means million cycles per sec-
ond. One megahertz = (MHz) 
1,000,000 hertz. 

Memory. The component of a com-
puter system that stores pro-
grams and data while waiting to 
be processed by the CPU. Also 
called primary storage. 
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Memory card. A credit-card-sized 
removable card based on a chip 
technology called flash 
EEPROM (electrically eras-
able programmable read-only 
memory). This type of chip is 
useful in applications that need 
a rewriteable medium that does 
not require power to store the 
data. Like floppy disks, mem-
ory cards can store data and 
programs, are erasable, and can 
be exchanged among com-
puters that have memory card 
slots. 

Menu. A list of options from 
which a user must make a 
choice so that processing can 
continue. 

Menu-driven interface. A tech-
nique for getting the user to 
make choices between several 
different options. 

Metaphor. In software develop-
ment, the use of words or pic-
tures to suggest a resemblance. 
For example, the Apple Macin-
tosh uses a desktop metaphor 
with its icons for paper, folders, 
files, waste-baskets, and so on. 

Metropolitan-area network 
(MAN). A network that pro-
vide communications across 
and among major metropolitan 
areas, Public-safety agencies, 
such as police and fire depart-
ments, and dispatch-oriented 
companies, like Federal Ex-
press, operate and maintain 
their own private networks. 

MICR. An acronym for magnetic-
ink character recognition. De-
vices that are capable of recog-
nizing patterns written or 
printed in magnetic ink. Used 
primarily by the banking in-
dustry on checks. 

Micro. (1) In precise measure-
ment, a prefix meaning one 
millionth. (2) In inexact meas-
urement, a prefix meaning 
small. (3) Short for microcom-
puter. 

Micro Channel. A hardware bus 
with a 32-bit data path used in 
some IBM PS/x computers. It 
is a trademark of IBM.  

Microcomputer. A computer sys-
tem based on a single-chip 
microprocessor as the central 
processing unit.  

Microelectronics. The electronic 
logic represented as micro-
scopic circuits on a chip. 

Microfiche. A 4- by 6-inch sheet 
of photo film used to store im-
ages of documents in minia-
ture. 

Microfilm. A roll of photo film 
used to store images of docu-
ments in miniature. 

Micron. A unit of measure 
equivalent to one-millionth 
(1/1,000,000) of a meter. 

Microprocessor. The central pro-
cessing unit (CPU) imple-
mented on an integrated-circuit 
chip or set of chips. 

Microprogram. The lowest level 
of software instructions that 
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operates directly on the hard-
ware circuitry of a computer. 

Microsecond. A measure of time 
equivalent to one-millionth 
(1/1,000,000) of a second. 

Millisecond. A measure of time 
equivalent to one-thousandth 
(1/1000) of a second. 

Minicomputer. A type of medi-
umsized computer introduced 
in the 1960s that provides 
lower-cost processing and stor-
age capacities than the larger 
main-frame computers. 

MIPS. An acronym for million 
instructions per second. Most 
often used as a unit of measure 
for comparing the processing 
speed of different computers. 

Modeling. A partial simulation of 
real or possible situations or 
conditions. 

Modem Short for modulator de-
modulator. A device that 
changes digital computer sig-
nals into analog computer sig-
nals for transmission over tele-
phone lines and, in reverse, 
transforms analog signals into 
digital signals. 

Modulation. Controlling a com-
munication signal so that it 
contains information in the 
necessary format for trans-
mission. 

Modular conversion method. 
When changing from one com-
puter system or method of op-
eration to another, the system or 
method is divided into modules. 

Once a module is converted and 
running smoot-hly, the next 
module is converted, and so on. 

Module. A set of programming 
instructions that can be tested 
and verified independently of 
its use in a larger program. 

Monitor. A television receiver or 
CRT used for computer output 
display. 

Mother board. A fiberglass cir-
cuit board that contains sockets 
into which chips can be 
plugged and a set of tracks 
(printed on the circuit board) 
that connects the various chips. 

Mouse. A device used to position 
the cursor on a display screen 
in lieu of cursor control keys. 
A mouse also has buttons for 
selecting options. 

Multimedia. The combination of 
text with dynamic data types 
such as sound, animation, and 
video.  

Multimedia extensions. Time-
based synchronizing software 
in an operating system for 
managing the coordination of 
video, sound, and animation. 

Multiplexer. A device that allows 
several communication signals 
to share the same channel con-
currently. 

Multiprocessing. A computer sys-
tem that uses two or more 
processors that share memory 
and input and output devices. 

Multiprogramming. A computer 
system in which two or more 
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programs are executed concur-
rently by one computer. In 
effect, the programs take turns 
running, usually giving the 
user the illusion that he or she 
is the only user of the system. 

Multitasking. A technique for con-
currently executing tasks, or 
basic units of work performed 
by a program, on the same com-
puter system. It is similar to mul-
tiprogramming, except the proc-
essor may be working on several 
portions of a program instead of 
several programs.  

Multiuser. Systems that allow sev-
eral users to share a computer’s 

processor, memory, and mass 
storage simultaneously. Often 
characterized by systems with 
several terminals connected to a 
single central processor. 

Musical instrument digital inter-
face (MIDI). A technology that 
interconnects electronic music 
instruments and computers. The 
information passed between 
MIDI devices is not sound, but a 
condensed description of the 
composition (e.g., what notes 
were played, when, and with 
what nuance). On playback, 
MIDI controls the creation of 
sound on a synthesizer. 

Nanosecond. A measure of time 
equivalent to one-billionth (I/ 
1,000,000,000) of a second. 

Natural-language. Languages, 
such as English, used by hu-
mans that develop over time 
through usage. (See an Artifi-
cial language). 

Natural-language interface. An 
interface that allows the user to 
input simple English or other 
natural-language phrases in 
lieu of complex computer com-
mands. 

Natural-language processing. 
Processing that translates and 
responds to commands that are 
given to a program in a natural 
language such as English. (See 
also Artificial language). 

Network. Two or more communi-
cating devices that are con-
nected to form a system. 

Network model. A technique 
used in database systems to 
store data by combining re-
cords with a linked list of 
pointers. 

Network services. Communica-
tion functions provided by an 
operating system. Examples 
include file-sharing, print-
sharing, and electronic mail. 

Neural network. A computer that 
has a memory that is modeled 
on the human brain. The mem-
ory consists of thousands of 
interconnected “neurons” that 
receive input from their 
neighboring neurons. They can 
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perform very simple process-
ing based on patterns of input 
and then produce results by 
sending their output back to 
neighboring neurons. 

Node. The term for a device, such 
as a terminal, computer, or disk 
drive, connected to a commu-
nication network. (See also 
Topology). 

Noise. In communications, an un-
wanted signal that was not part 
of the original transmission. 

Nonimpact printer. A printer that 
prints without a striking mec-
hanism impacting a ribbon. 
Examples include thermal, 
thermal transfer, electrostatic, 
inkjet, and laser printers. 

Nonprocedural language. A pro-
gramming language in which a 
problem is defined in terms of 

the results desired instead of 
the steps necessary to solve a 
problem. (See also Procedure-
oriented language). 

Nonvolatile storage. Memory de-
vices, such as ROMs, magnetic 
tape, and magnetic disk, that 
can retain data when electric 
power is shut off. (See also 
Volatile storage). 

Notepad. A grid of wires behind a 
liquid-crystal display screen 
combined with an electronic 
pen (often called a stylus), As 
the tip of the pen nears the 
screen, the location of the pen 
is determined by which wires 
in the grid detect the pen. Soft-
ware can then interpret the 
movement and meaning of the 
pen strokes. 

Object. A module that contains 
both data and instructions and 
can perform specific tasks. In 
software engineering, an object 
is an instance of a class or a 
logical grouping of objects.  

Object code. Output from a com-
piler or an assembler that is 
linked with another code to 
produce executable machine-
language code. 

Object environment. A develop-
ment environment that exploits 
the availability of prefabricated 
software components called 
objects. In these environ-

ments, predesigned objects can 
be easily combined and modi-
fied, in many different ways, to 
produce a new application. 

Object model. In database sys-
tems, data and instructions are 
combined into objects – mod-
ules that perform specific tasks 
when they are sent an appropri-
ate message. 

Object-oriented programming. 
A technique in which the pro-
grammer breaks the problem 
into modules called objects, 
which contain both data and 
instructions and can perform 

O 
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specific tasks. The programmer 
then organizes the program 
around the collection of ob-
jects.  

Object program. See Object 
code. 

OCR. An acronym for optical 
character recognition. A proc-
ess that scans a printed image, 
reads the symbols, and trans-
lates them into computer-
readable codes. 

Office. A place where information 
is acquired and processed and 
more information is produced 
as output. 

Office automation. Technology 
that reduces the amount of 
human effort necessary to per-
form tasks in the office. 

On-line processing. Processing 
where data enter the system 
directly from the point of ori-
gin and the input and output 
devices are under direct control 
of the CPU. (See also Batch 
processing). 

Operand. Something that is to be 
operated on or manipulated, 
such as the part of an instruc-
tion that contains the addresses 
of data to be manipulated by 
the instruction. (See also Op-
eration). 

Operating environment. Pro-
grams that combine independ-
ent programs into a single en-
vironment and allow them to 
be integrated and their user 
interfaces simplified.  

Operating system. A set of pro-
grams that manages the overall 
operation of the computer sys-
tem. Software that manages 
routine procedures within a 
com-puter system, such as in-
put, output, scheduling, job 
management, file manage-
ment, and task management.  

Operation. The part of an instruc-
tion that specifies the function 
that is to be performed. (See 
also Operand). 

Optical character recognition. 
See OCR. 

Optical disk. Disks that record 
and retrieve data using laser 
beams of light instead of mag-
netic methods. There are three 
types of optical disks: read 
only, also called CD ROM; 
write once, which can be re-
corded on once by the end 
user; and erasable, which com-
bines optical and magnetic 
techniques to record on the 
surface of the disk. 

OS/2. An acronym for Operating 
Sys-tem/2, a personal-com-
puter operating system devel-
oped jointly by Microsoft and 
IBM. 

Output. (1) The use of a device to 
decode symbols into a form 
people can use. (2) The results 
of computer processing. 

Output device. A device to de-
code symbols into a form of 
information that is easy for 
people to use or understand, 
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such as text, pictures, graphics, 
or sound. 

Overlay. To divide a program into 
sections that are stored on a 
mass-storage device and then 

are brought into main memory 
as needed. Used when a pro-
gram is too large to fit into 
main memory. 

Packet switching. A method for 
breaking messages into smaller 
units that can be transmitted 
separately over communication 
networks and reassembled into 
the original message at the 
destination. 

Page-description language. A 
language that is used to de-
scribe output to a printer or 
display device. The language 
contains commands for de-
scribing individual character 
shapes, drawing lines and poly-
gons, and scaling images. 

Paging. A memory-management 
technique for mapping virtual 
addresses on disk to real ad-
dresses in memory. (See also 
Segmentation). 

Paint program. A graphics pro-
gram that provides commands 
to create lines, circles, rectan-
gles, and other shapes, as well 
as do freehand sketching.  

Parallel. The transmission, process-
ing, or storage of data such that 
all parts of a byte are handled 
simultaneously. (See also Serial) 

Parallel computer. A computer in 
which multiple computing nodes 
that are self-contained micro-
computers join together to speed 

the execution of a single pro-
gram. A parallel computer may 
combine from tens to thousands 
of microcomputers to increase 
the speed and improve the per-
formance of a complex program. 

Parallel conversion method. When 
changing from one computer 
system or method of operation to 
another, the old system (or 
method) and the new system (or 
method) are operated in parallel 
until it becomes clear that there 
are no problems with the new 
system (or method). 

Parity. A bit that is part of a binary 
code that indicates the number of 
Is in the code, which is used for 
error checking. 

Parsing. Taking a sentence or 
command and breaking it 
down into its components to 
determine what action to take. 

Pascal. A high-level programming 
language developed to teach 
the concepts of structured pro-
gramming. It is used as both a 
teaching tool and for general-
purpose software development; 
named after the seventeenth-
century French mathematician 
Blaise Pascal. 
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Password. A unique, usually se-
cret code used to identify us-
ers, which allows them to ac-
cess a system. The system can 
be accessed by multiple users. 

Password protection. The use of 
passwords as a security meas-
ure to allow only authorized 
users access to a computer 
system or its files. 

Peripheral. A device that operates in 
conjunction with, but is not a part 
of, a computer, such as a printer, 
disk drive, or graphics tablet. 

Personal computer. A microcom-
puter usually targeted to the 
information processing needs 
of an individual, often called a 
microcomputer.  

Physical file. The way in which 
the actual data in adatabasesys-
tem are stored and accessed on 
a medium such as a disk. 

Physical record. A record that is 
composed of one or more logi-
cal records. (See also Logical 
record). 

Picosecond. A measure of time 
equivalent to one-trillionth 
(1/1,000,000,000,000) of a 
second. 

Pilot-test conversion method. 
When changing from one com-
puter system or method of op-
eration to another, one or two 
key units are converted first. 
After a shakedown period, the 
rest of the systems or methods 
are converted. 

 

Pipelining. The overlapping of 
fetch and execute cycles within 
a processor. For example, 
while one instruction is being 
executed, the processor will 
begin fetching the next instruc-
tion to be executed. 

Pixel. Short for picture element, 
which is a light or dark point 
on the surface of a display 
screen. 

Plotter. A device that produces an 
image by controlling the mo-
tion of a pen carriage. 

Pointer. An address that specifies 
a storage location where data 
can be found. 

Pointing device. A device for 
moving the cursor and interact-
ing with a display screen. 

Point-of-sale system. A computer 
input device located at the 
point at which goods and ser-
vices are paid for. 

Polling. A communications con-
trol method in which a master 
computer “asks” remote termi-
nals whether or not they have 
any information to transmit. 

Port. The location through which 
the computer exchanges infor-
mation with an external device. 
A port has a physical connector 
and an address so that pro-
grams know where to send 
information. 

Power supply. A device consist-
ing of a transformer and related 
components that transforms 
household current into the di-
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rect voltages used by a com-
puter. 

Presentation graphics. Graphics 
that are intended to communi-
cate information to other peo-
ple. Example: graphics used at 
a sales presentation. 

Print buffer. A hardware device 
that attaches to a printer, stores 
characters, and controls prin- 
ting. 

Print server. A device that con-
nects printers to a local-area 
network. 

Printer. A device that produces 
hard-copy output from a com-
puter system by transferring an 
image onto paper. 

Procedure. A detailed set of in-
structions that identifies what 
is to be done, who will do it, 
when it will be done, how it 
will be done, and why it will 
be done. 

Procedure-oriented language. A 
programming language that 
describes the steps necessary to 
solve a problem. Most high-
level languages, such as CO-
BOL, BASIC, or FORTRAN, 
are procedure oriented. 

Process. (1) A systematic series of 
actions directed toward a goal. 
(2) In programming, a se-
quence of steps undertaken by 
a program. 

Processor. A functional unit that 
interprets and carries out in-
structions. (See also CPU). 

 

Productivity crisis. A term used 
to describe a lack of productiv-
ity increase in proportion to the 
amount of technology applied 
to office work. 

Program. (1) A set of instructions 
that tells a computer what to 
do. (2) The activity involved in 
creating a program. 

Program design language. See 
Pseudocode. 

Program documentation. Written 
or printed information neces-
sary to support the ongoing 
existence of the software. 

Program generator. Automatic 
generation of a program as a 
result of writing specifications 
about the problem to be solved. 

Program testing. The process of 
verifying a program for its 
ability to perform its intended 
function and not to perform 
anything unexpected. 

Programmable industrial auto-
mation. Flexible, easy-to-learn
-and-use, intelligent automa-
tion applied to factory systems. 
It includes robotics, vision 
systems, and information sys-
tems. 

Programmer. A person who cre-
ates computer programs. 

Programmer analyst. A job clas-
sification that combines the 
functions of a programmer and 
a systems analyst. 

Programming language. A for-
mally constructed artificial 
language in which (the syntax 
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and grammar are stated so pre-
cisely that a computer can ana-
lyze, interpret, and understand 
the meaning) of that language. 
Examples are Ada, Assembly 
language, C, COBOL, FOR-
TRAN, and Pascal. 

Protocol. A formal set of rules for 
specifying the format and rela-
tionships when exchanging 
information between commu-
nicating devices. 

Protocol converter. Hardware or 
software that translates the 
codes of one computer or ter-
minal into the code of another 
computer or terminal. It en-

ables incompatible computers 
or terminals to communicate 
with one another. 

Prototyping. The process of build-
ing working models of a sys-
tem’s inputs, outputs, and files. 

Pseudocode. A method for writing 
English-language statements 
that are equivalent to progra 
mming-language statements in 
their sequence. Often used in 
alternative to flowcharting. 
Sometimes called program 
design language. 

Pull-down menu. A menu that is 
hidden from view until needed. 

Query. A question or request for 
information. 

Query by example (QBE). A fill-
in-the-blanks approach to ques-
tioning a database. The user 
searches for information by 
filling out a query form on the 
display screen. 

Query language. The capability 
to question a database or file of 

information without any 
knowledge of how or where 
the information is stored. 

QWERTY. An abbreviation used 
to designate a standard type-
writer keyboard layout, indi-
cated by the first six letters in 
the first row of alphabetic char-
acters. 

Q 

RAM. An acronym for random-
access memory. A temporary 
memory that is empty until the 
microprocessor needs to use it, 
that is, load programs and data 
into it. RAM is often called 
read/write memory, meaning 

that the microprocessor can 
read its contents and write pro-
grams or data into it. Its name 
comes from the method used to 
access information from the 
memory: random access. This 
means that it takes the same 
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amount of time to access any 
one piece of information as it 
does another. 

RAM disk. A section of random-
access memory (RAM) that is 
treated as if it were a disk. 

Random access. (1) A technique 
for organizing the cells in 
RAM so that the access time 
for any one cell is the same as 
that for any other cell. (2) A 
technique for organizing infor-
mation on a disk so that re-
cords can be processed in an 
order other than sequential. 

Random-access device. A device 
that can read and write informa-
tion at any location on the device 
in the same amount of time, re-
gardless of its physical location. 

Random-access memory. See 
RAM. 

Random-access method. A met-
hod of accessing a file that 
allows a program to read or 
write any record in the file in 
the same amount of time with-
out regard to its physical loca-
tion. 

Read. A program instruction that 
acquires a copy of a block of 
data from a storage medium, 
such as disk or tape. 

Read-only memory. See ROM. 
Read-only optical disks. Optical 

disks that cannot be written on 
and so have the functional 
equivalency of read-only mem-
ory (ROM). 

 

Real-time processing. A process-
ing method in which the imme-
diate response requirements 
limit the running time of the 
program. For example, a pro-
gram monitoring a critically ill 
patient needs to give immedi-
ate responses and cannot spend 
an excessive amount of time 
processing the input data. 

Record. A collection of related 
data treated as a unit. For ex-
ample, the payroll information 
about one person. 

Reduced instruction set com-
puter. See RISC. 

Reentrant routine. A module of 
programming code that is exe-
cuted simultaneously by more 
than one software module. 

Refresh. The reactivation of elec-
tronic components, such as 
dynamic random-access mem-
ory (DRAM) and phosphor-
coated display screens, to 
maintain information that 
would otherwise leak or fade 
away. 

Register. A small amount of 
memory, usually one or two 
bytes, reserved to function as a 
temporary storage area during 
program execution. 

Relation. A two-dimensional table 
in the formal terminology of 
relational databases.  

Relational model. A technique 
used in database systems in 
which one or more flat files or 
tables create relationships 
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among the tables on the basis 
of a common field in each of 
the tables.  

Report. The presentation of infor-
mation about a given topic, 
typically in printed form. 

Report generator. A special type of 
program generator that can gen-
erate only one type of program – 
a report from a database. (See 
also Program generator). 

Requirements list. Formally writ-
ten statements that specify 
what the software must do or 
how it must be structured. 

Requirements planning. A broad 
term that includes planning for 
outputs, inputs, and file/storage 
and processing requirements. It 
also includes specifying any 
constraints and the costs and 
benefits associated with the 
system. 

Resolution. (1) Referring to the 
number of pixels displayed 
across and down on a display 
screen. A common resolution 
is 640 pixels across by 480 
pixels down. (2) Referring to 
the number of spots printed 
across and down in one square 
inch on a page. A common 
laser printer resolution is 300 
dots per inch, meaning 300 
spots across and 300 spots 
down per square inch. 

 

Resource object. A device or ser-
vice such as a printer or a file-
server object.  

Ribbon cable. A group of at-
tached parallel wires com-
monly used to connect a printer 
or disk drive to a computer. 

Ring network. An approach for 
linking terminals or personal 
computers by using a closed-
loop communication channel. 

RISC. An acronym for reduced in-
struction-set computer. RISC is 
a combination of hardware and 
software that reduces the num-
ber of instructions in a com-
puter’s instruction set and at-
tempts to execute each instruc-
tion as quickly as possible. 

Robot. A programmable general-
purpose motion machine. 

ROM. An acronym for read-only 
memory. A permanent memory 
that the microprocessor can 
read information from, but 
whose contents can neither be 
erased nor written over – thus 
the name, read-only memory. 
ROM stores the instructions 
that start up the computer when 
the power is turned on, and 
stores some additional pro-
grams. 

Rule. A statement about the rela-
tionships of various facts or 
data. 
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Save. To store information in a file. 
Scanner. A device that examines a 

pattern and converts it into a 
digital representation suitable 
for computer processing. Pat-
terns can then be manipulated 
into a form suitable for the 
applica-tion. 

Scientific visualization. Image-
processing techniques that are 
used to interpret and visualize 
data captured by cameras, 
scanners, and sensors. By turn-
ing these data into three-
dimensional moving images, 
researchers are able to gain 
new insight into problems that 
are difficult or impossible to 
interpret with numbers or 
words. 

Scrolling. Using directional keys 
(cursor control keys) to move 
the contents of a display screen 
up, down, left, or right. 

Search time. The time required to 
rotate the needed record under 
the read/ write head of a mag-
netic disk. 

Second generation. Refers to 
computers in the time period 
1958-1964, which used transis-
tors to replace vacuum tubes. 

Secondary storage. The compo-
nent of a computer system in 
which programs and data are 
stored while not in use. 

Sector. The smallest block of 
physical data that can be writ-

ten to or read from a disk de-
vice. 

Seek time. The time required to 
position the read/write head 
over the proper track on a mag-
netic disk. 

Segmentation. A memory manage-
ment technique for allocating 
and addressing memory.  

Semiconductor. A material 
(usually silicon) with proper-
ties between those of a conduc-
tor and insulator. Its resistance 
can be changed by electricity. 

Sensor. An instrument capable of 
directly encoding a physical 
event, which is used as an in-
put device for computer sys-
tems. 

Sequencer. Software that can cap-
ture, edit, and play back music. 

Sequential file. A file organiza-
tion method that involves stor-
ing records in a predetermined 
sequence based on one or more 
key fields. 

Serial. The transmission, process-
ing, or storage of data one bit 
at a time.  

Server. A computer running soft-
ware that fulfills requests from 
clients across a network. (See 
also Client). 

Shareware. Referring to a market-
ing method in which a software 
publisher distributes copies of a 
software package for free, often 
encouraging potential us-ers to 
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give copies to their friends. A 
potential user tries out the soft-
ware, and, if satisfied, pays the 
software publisher. 

Silicon. A nonmetallic element 
that is commonly used in the 
fabrication of integrated-circuit 
chips. 

Silicon compiler. A program used 
in the development of inte-
grated circuits that translates 
high-level block diagrams into 
detailed transistor circuits. 

Simulation. A computerized rep-
resentation of a process or set 
of activities. 

Single tasking. A technique in 
which an operating system 
runs one application program 
or task at a time.  

Smart sensor. Devices that com-
bine a computer and a sensor 
on a single silicon chip.  

Soft copy. The recording of an 
image (computer output) on a 
surface such as a display 
screen. 

Software. Programs that control 
the functions of a computer 
system.  

Software development. The pro-
cess of analyzing the require-
ments of a system, then design-
ing, writing, and testing the 
software. 

Software engineering. The appli-
cation of scientific and mathe-
matical principles to the design 
and development of producing 
software. 

Software maintenance. The job 
of modifying existing pro-
grams to fix bugs or make re-
quested changes. 

Software piracy. The term used to 
describe the illegal or unau-
thorized copying of software. 

Sort. To arrange records in a file 
into a preidentified sequence, 
such as alphabetically or numeri-
cally from lowest to highest. 

Source code. The set of state-
ments that make up a computer 
program. 

Source document. A tangible 
piece of paper or form from 
which data are entered as input 
to a computer system. 

Source program. See Source 
code. 

Special-purpose computer. A 
computer that is dedicated to a 
single purpose.  

Special-purpose program. Pro-
grams that are dedicated to 
performing single-use tasks, 
for example, medical billing, 
patient tracking, or contract 
writing. Also called special-
purpose application software. 

Speech coding. A technique for 
voice output from a computer 
that uses prerecorded human 
speech as the source of the 
output. 

Speech recognizer. A device for 
voice input that is capable of 
recognizing an individual per-
son’s voice. 
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Speech synthesis. A technique for 
voice output that uses pho-
nemes or basic speech sounds 
to imitate the human voice. 

Spelling checker. A program that 
checks documents for spelling 
errors. Also called a spelling 
corrector. 

Spool. An acronym for Simultane-
ous Peripheral Operations On-
Line. A program that allows 
printing to occur simul-
taneously with other computer 
operations. 

Spreadsheet program. A pro-
gram that models the way in 
which financial people solve 
problems, such as budgeting 
and estimating. 

SQL. See Structured query lan-
guage. 

Standard cell. A technique for de-
signing integrated circuits by 
which predefined functions, 
such as processing elements 
and memories, are obtained 
from libraries and used in the 
design process. 

Star network. A central controller 
with a separate communication 
channel attached to each de-
vice connected to it. 

Statistical multiplexing. A tech-
nique for allocating a communi-
cation channel among several 
users on the basis of idle time on 
the channel. A statistical multi-
plexer fills the idle time gaps 
between transmissions with parts 
of other transmissions. 

Stereoscopic display. A device 
that is used to create the illu-
sion of depth on the flat sur-
face of a display screen. In 
addition, the user must wear 
polarized glasses to see the 
stereoscopic effect. 

Stored-program concept. The 
storage of data and instructions 
using the same memory so that 
the computer can become a 
general-purpose system. It is 
used in lieu of hand wiring the 
computer each time a specific 
task is to be per-formed. 

Strategy. A plan of action de-
signed to cope with change, 
competition, and uncertainty. 

Streaming tape. A form of mag-
netic tape that is specifically 
designed to store backup cop-
ies of disk files. Also called 
cartridge tape. 

Structure. In database programs, 
the manner in which the fields 
of a record are organized or 
interrelated. It is also called 
record structure. 

Structure chart. A diagram that 
serves as a model for modular-
izing a structured program. 
(See also Hierarchy chart). 

Structured analysis. The examina-
tion of a complex problem by 
dividing it into simple functions. 

Structured design. The process of 
designing the components of a 
computer program and their 
interrelationships in the best 
possible way. 
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Structured programming. The 
application of top-down design 
methods to programming. 

Structured programming lan-
guage. A programming language 
that facilitates the idea of break-
ing the program into smaller units 
or modules to allow clearer ex-
pressions of the problem and 
simpler organisation.  

Structured query language. A 
query language which manipu-
lates data in a relational data-
base. (See also Query lan-
guage). 

Structured walk-through. A peer 
review designed to evaluate 
and challenge specifications. 
The proposed specifications 
are presented to other analysts, 
programmers, or system devel-
opers for feedback, comments, 
and criticism. 

Subroutine. A part of a program 
that can be executed repeatedly 
by a single statement. 

Supercomputers. The fastest 
computers made. 

Supervisor. The operating-system 
control program responsible 
for deciding which application 
program will have use of the 
CPU. 

Switch. A device capable of mak-
ing or breaking one or more 
connections in a circuit. Also 
called a gate. 

Synchronous transmission. Data 
communications in which a 

synchronizing clock signal is 
used to transmit large blocks of 
data between sending and re-
ceiving devices. 

Synthesizer. A device that elec-
tronically generates sound in-
stead of picking it up with a 
microphone. 

System. (1) In general systems 
theory, a set or arrangement of 
parts acting together to per-
form a function. (2) In sys-
tems analysis, a network of 
interrelated procedures per-
formed by people with the aid 
of tools or machines. 

System flowchart. A graphic rep-
resentation of the components, 
flow, and relationships among 
elements of a system. 

System software. Programs or 
commands used to control the 
operation of the computer sys-
tem. 

Systems analysis. The process of 
understanding a user’s needs 
and, from those needs, deriving 
the functional re-quirements of 
a system 

Systems analyst. A person in an 
organization who performs the 
interfacing between users and 
programmers. 

Systems life-cycle. An approach 
used in system design and soft-
ware development that pro-
ceeds from definition to design 
and development to implemen-
tation. 
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Table. In relational database ter-
minology, a table consists of 
rows and columns. Each row 
identifies a record and each 
column corresponds to a field. 
Also called a relation. 

Tape drive. A device that stores 
data recorded on magnetic 
tape. A form of mass storage. 

Technology. (1) The practical 
application of knowledge. (2) 
Activities that are directed to-
ward the satisfaction of human 
needs that produce alterations 
in the material world. 

Telecommunications. Communi-
cations over a long distance. 

Telecommuting. The electronic 
transportation of information 
instead of the physical trans-
portation of people. 

Template. A master document from 
which other documents can he 
created. Templates can be found 
in word processing, spreadsheet, 
and database pograms. 

Terabyte. A unit of measure 
e q u iv a l e n t  t o  2 4 0 ,  o r 
1,099,511,627,776 bytes. Used 
to measure capacities of large-
scale mass-storage devices. 

Teraflop. A unit of measure equiva-
lent to one-trillion floating-point 
operations per second. A combi-
nation of the Greek teras, which 
means one trillion, and flop, 
short for floating-point opera-
tions per second. 

Terminal. A device that is used in 
communication systems to 
enter or receive data. 

Terminal emulation. Personal 
computer software that emu-
lates a remote terminal. One 
example is the IBM 3270 Ter-
minal Emulation program. 

Text database. A collection of 
words such as articles in the 
Wall Street Journal or a series 
of legal abstracts. Text data-
bases are stored either on-line 
or on CD ROM optical disks 
and include the means to 
search through massive 
amounts of data to answer spe-
cific questions. 

Thermal printer. A printer that 
uses a selected pattern of clots 
to form images that are trans-
ferred by heat onto specially 
coated paper. 

Thermal-transfer printer. A 
printer that uses heat to melt 
wax particles that contain ink, 
which are then transferred to 
paper. 

Thin-film disk. A disk that con-
tains a metallic layer as op-
posed to a magnetic-oxide 
layer on its surface. This per-
mits higher recording density 
because the read/write head 
can travel closer to the disk’s 
surface owing to more precise 
tolerances. 
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 Thin-film, head. A disk read/
write head made from the same 
photolithographic process as 
integrated circuits. It permits 
individual data bits to be stored 
closer to each other on the sur-
face of the disk. 

Third generation. Referring to 
computers in the time period 
1964-1977, which used inte-
grated circuits to replace tran-
sistors. 

Throughput. The total volume of 
work performed by a system in 
a given period of time. 

Time-division multiplexing. Divid-
ing a communication channel on 
the basis of fixed time intervals. 
Many digital channels, for ex-
ample, are divided into 24 time 
slots less than a millionth of a 
second long, which repeat in 
cycles of 24. Thus, each user’s 
data are separated in time from 
all other users’ data. 

Time-sharing. A method that al-
lows multiple users of a com-
puter system to share the com-
puter, giving the illusion of 
having simultaneous access. 

Token. In local-area networks, the 
electronic equivalent of an 
envelope. A token contains a 
fixed amount of information 
and a destination address. 

Token-ring network. A type of 
local-area network in which a 
single token passes from com-
puter to computer and carries 
messages around the network. 

Top-down approach. A technique 
used by systems analysts and 
software developers that refers to 
starting with the whole problem 
and developing more and more 
detail as the solution develops. 

Top-down structured design. An 
approach for program design 
that involves proceeding from 
general terms to finer and finer 
details until no more detail is 
necessary. 

Topology. In a computer net-
work, the interconnection of 
devices and communication 
channels into a network con-
figuration. 

Total systems concept. An MIS 
con-cept popular in the late 
1960s in which a single cen-
tralized repository of informa-
tion would represent all the 
organization’s activities. 

Touch screen. A plastic membrane 
or set of infrared sensors placed 
over a display screen to enable 
the user to select actions or com-
mands by touching the screen. 

Touch technology. A technology 
that senses the location of your 
finger as it nears or touches a 
screen or touch-sensitive pad. 

Track. Refers to concentric circles 
where data are stored on a disk. 

Track density. The number of 
tracks per inch on a disk. 

Transaction. An event about which 
data are recorded and processed, 
for example, a request for a seat 
on an airline flight. 
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Transaction file. A type of file in 
which records created during 
the input process are stored 
until needed for further pro- 
cessing. 

Transaction-oriented processing. 
A type of processing in which 
transactions activate process-
ing, such as an air-line reserva-
tion system. 

Transcribed input. Data that are 
captured by transcribing them 
from source documents onto 
another medium that is capable 
of being input to a computer 
system. (See also Direct source 
input; Source document). 

Transistor. A combination of the 
words transfer and resistor. A 
device that regulates the flow 
of electric current through a 
combination of conductivity 
and resistance. A transistor is  

 

most often used to switch elec-
tricity on and off. 

Transparent. A term used by com-
puter designers to indicate a 
function that the user is not di-
rectly aware of. In effect, the 
user “sees right through it” and 
does not notice that it is around. 

Trojan horse. An unauthorized 
program hidden inside or at-
tached to a legitimate program. 
(See also Virus program; 
Worm). 

Tuple. A row in a two-
dimensional database, (See 
also Attribute; Relation). 

Turnkey. A computer system that 
includes all the necessary hard-
ware and software that is built, 
tested, and installed by the 
vendor. 

Tutorial. A set of instructions de-
signed for self-taught learning 
about computers. 

UART. An acronym foruniversal 
asynchronous receiver trans-
mitter. An integrated circuit 
that performs the function of 
translating parallel data into 
serial data, and vice versa. 

ULSI. An acronym for ultra-large-
scale integration.  

Ultra-large-scale integration 
(ULSI). A technique that 
etches 100 million to 1 billion 
transistors and other circuit 
elements on a single chip. 

 

Unicode standard. A 16-bit code 
that specifies a unique set of 
binary digits that represents 
characters from the world’s 
scripts and provides a consis-
tent international character 
standard. The code can support 
up to 65,536 (2lfa) characters. 
(See also ASCII; EBCDIC). 

UNIX. A trademark of Bell Labo-
ratories. An operating system 
designed for minicomputers 
and microcomputers. 
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UPC. An acronym for Universal 
Product Code, a bar code con-
sisting of thick and thin stripes 
that can be read by an optical 
reader. Used primarily to iden-
tify supermarket items. 

Update. A term for the modification 
of records in a master file by 
replacing older information with 
more current information. 

Upward compatible. A term used 
when a new piece of equip-
ment or computer system can 
produce identical results as the 
equipment or system it re-
places. 

User analyst. A systems analyst 
who is in an organizational 
department other than the data-
processing department. 

User diagnostics. A series of test 
programs designed to deter-
mine where problems might 
exist in hardware. For exam-
ple, a test program can dis-
cover if memory is not func-

tioning, and point out the loca-
tion of the nonfunctioning 
memory. 

User friendly. A term describing 
how easy a system or program 
is to learn and use and how 
gently it tolerates errors or 
mistakes on the part of the 
user. 

User group. An informal organi-
zation of people who use the 
same type of computers or 
software and have regular 
meetings to swap information 
and programs. 

User interface. That portion of a 
program that handles the hu-
man interaction with the pro-
gram. 

Utilities. (1) In system program-
ming, programs that perform 
functions that are required by 
many of the programs using 
the system. (2) In database 
systems, programs that allow a 
user to maintain a database. 

Variable-length operations. The 
type of operations performed 
by character (byte) – add-
ressable computers. 

Vertical recording. A recording 
technique that stands the mag-
netic particles on the surface of 
a disk on end so that the north-
south poles point up and down 
or vertically toward the surface 
of the disk. This effectively 
increases the density of the 

disks because more magnetic 
fields can be packed into a 
given area on the disk. 

Very-large-scale integration 
(VLSI). A technique that 
etches 100,000 to 100 million 
transistors and other circuit 
elements on a single chip. 

VGA. Short for video graphics 
array, an IBM video chip on 
the PS/2 system board that 
provides 640- by 480-pixel 
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resolution and a 256-color pal-
ette on the display screen. 
(Seea\soCGA)/iGA,XGA). 

Video capture board. A board 
that plugs into an expansion 
slot and turns full-motion 
video signals into digitized 
files.  

Video conference. Aconference 
held by means of one- or two-
way interactive television. 

Videotex. A form of electronic 
publishing. 

View. In a database, a group of 
data associated with a specific 
user. 

Virtual circuit. A logical connec-
tion between nodes in a commu-
nication network that can be 
accomplished with many differ-
ent physical circuits during the 
trans-mission of messages. 

Virtual memory. A technique for 
storing programs or data on 
mass-storage devices and cre-
ating the illusion that data are 
in memory by swapping pages 
or segments in and out of 
memory when needed. 

Virtual-memory operating sys-
tem. A type of operating sys-
tem that automatically man-
ages program overlays, bring-
ing them in and out of memory 
as needed. 

Virtual reality. An information 
environment generated by 
computer technology that com-
bines visual, auditory, and tac-
tile interaction to create the 

illusion of realistic objects and 
sensory experiences. Also 
called a virtual environment. 

Virus program. A program devel-
oped specifically to interfere 
with a computer’s normal op-
eration. It is called a virus be-
cause, like its biological coun-
terpart, it can clone copies of 
itself and then infect other pro-
grams with those copies. 

Vision system. A robotic system 
that uses a television camera 
coupled with image-processing 
software to allow a robot to see. 

Visualization. A term that applies 
to representing complex ma-
thematical phenomena or simu-
lations with images. The more 
visual the representation of 
data, the easier it is to com-
pletely and more accurately 
understand the data. (See also 
Scientific visualization). 

VLSI. An acronym for very-large-
scale integrated circuit. VLSI 
etches 100,000 to 100 million 
transistors and other circuit 
elements on a single chip. 

Voice mail. A technology in 
which spoken messages are 
digitized, stored in computers, 
and later retrieved by the re-
cipient. 

Voice recognizer. See Speech 
recognizer. 

Voice training. The process of re-
cording an individual’s voice 
patterns when speaking spe-
cific commands. The voice 
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patterns are stored for future 
matching when the device is 
actually in use. 

Volatile file. A file in which a 
high percentage of records 
accessed are changed or re-
cords are added or deleted. 

Volatile storage. Memory de-
vices, such as dynamic random
-access memory (DRAM), that 
lose all data when electric 
power is cut off.  

Von Neumann computer. The tra-
ditional form of computer archi-
tecture, named after John von 
Neumann (1903-1957), in which 
the computer has one central 
processor and one memory con-
nected via a single channel. Also 
used to indicate a computer in 
which programs and data share 
the same memory. 

Wait state. The time during which 
the system bus is idle. Wait 
states occur when memory is 
busy responding to a request 
from the processor. A zero 
wait state means that the mem-
ory is fast enough not to make 
the processor wait while mem-
ory reads or writes data.  

Wafer. A thin disk of pure silicon 
on which multiple copies of inte-
grated circuits are fabricated. 

What-if analysis. Use of a spread-
sheet to compare alternatives. 

Wide-area network (WAN). A geo
-graphically dispersed communi-
cation network linking com-
puters for the purpose of com-
municating with one another. An 
example is a nationwide network 
of airline reservation terminals. 

Winchester disk. A high-speed, 
medium- to large-capacity, 
sealed magnetic-storage me-
dium for computer systems. 

Window. A variable-sized rectan-
gular area on a display screen. 

Word processing. An application 
program designed to compose, 
revise, print, and file written 
documents. 

Word recognizer. A device for 
voice input that is capable of 
responding to individually spo-
ken words or commands. 

Word size. The term used to de-
scribe the size of operand regis-
ters and buses in computer sys-
tems. Also called word length. 

Word wrap. A feature of many 
computer programs that allows 
you to continue typing beyond 
the end of a line without hav-
ing to press the return key. 

Workgroup computing. Com-
puter and communication tech-
nology that facilitates the proc-
ess of people working together 
in groups that are electroni-
cally connected. 
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Workstation. A type of small 
computer targeted to the needs 
of high-performance special-
ized applications, such as com-
puter-aided design and publish-
ing, modeling, and visualiza-
tion. 

Worm. A program that reproduces 
itself by creating copies of 
itself. (See also Virus pro-
gram). 

Write. A programming statement 
that causes a permanent copy 
of a block of data to be re-
corded on a storage medium, 
such as a disk or tape. 

Write-once optical disks. Blank 
disks that are recorded on by 
the user. To write data, a pow-

erful beam of laser light burns 
tiny spots or pits into the coat-
ing that covers the surface of 
these disks. Once burned in, 
the spots are not erasable. Also 
called write-once, read-mostly, 
or WORM. 

Write-protect ring. A plastic ring 
that prevents writing on the 
tape when removed from the 
back of a tape reel. 

WYSIWYG. An acronym for 
what-you-see-is-what-you-get. 
The display of in-formation in 
a form that very closely resem-
bles what will eventually be 
printed. The term is often used 
in word processing, desktop 
publishing, and typesetting. 

XGA. Short for extended graphics 
adapter, an IBM display stan-
dard that provides 1024- by 
768-pixel resolution and a 256-

color palette on the display 
screen. (See also CGA; EGA; 
VGA). 
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