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Last month we discussed manufacturers, laptop vs. desktop, and looked at the CPU. Now it’s time to think about a few more things.
Let’s look at a laptop first because there aren’t as many considerations. Because of a laptop’s physical size and configuration, there are only a few things that can vary and therefore make you make a decision. The first one is Display size. Today, display sizes seem to be between about 14 and 18 inches. Larger displays can give you more webpage space, but will probably lead to heavier laptop, a consideration if you are going to carry it around a lot.
Another parameter you may find advertised with a laptop is Battery Life. This becomes important if you are going to use the laptop without ac power for long periods of time, like on a flight from New York to Florida. (For really long flights, you might want to have a second battery.)  Today’s typical Lithium-Ion batteries will provide from around 3 to around 6½ hours of use time. To get the longer use time, the battery will probably be larger and therefore heavier, again a consideration only if you intend to carry it around a lot.
All computers, laptops included, rely on two types of memory, volatile storage, called RAM (Random Access Memory), and Non-volatile storage, typically a Hard Disk Drive (HDD). The sizes of both of these are decision to be made. We haven’t discussed the Software Operating System (OS) yet, but today the OS will probably be Windows 7, Home Premium. So for a Windows 7 computer, it is suggested that a minimum of 2 GB of RAM be included. (If the CPU is a 32-bit CPU then the maximum would be 4 GB. If the CPU is a 64-bit CPU then today the maximum is 16 GB, for Windows 7 Home Premium and 192 GB for Windows Enterprise, Professional, and Ultimate, but the particular laptop hardware will probably limit the RAM to something less.)  Note that increased memory does not yield any substantial increase in weight, so get as much as you can.
Now for the Hard Disk Drive. Most, if not all, laptops have only one HDD, although it can be partitioned into many logical drives, e.g. C:, D:, etc. For a Windows 7 computer, it is suggested that the HDD size be at least 200 GB. The OS and applications could take as much as 100 GB, leaving only 100 GB for data (documents, pictures, videos, music). Today, most machines will have between 400 and 1,000 GB of HDD space. Note that increased HDD size does not yield any substantial increase in weight, again, so get as much as you can.

Sooner, than later, all laptops are called upon to access the Internet. This can be accomplished by a wired connection to an Internet Service Provider (ISP), or a wireless connection to the ISP. All of today’s laptops provide both of these connection capabilities. The wired connection is provided by an RJ-45 plug somewhere on the back or side of the laptop. The wireless connection is provided by 802.11 b, g, or n Local Area Network communications radio transmitter and receiver built into the laptop motherboard (the antenna is usually someplace in the laptop cover).
802.11 wireless communications is available in many public places like airports, some shopping centers, and libraries, and is referred to as Wi-Fi, which stands for Wireless Fidelity. This type of wireless communications uses the 2.4 GHz band for communicating with a wireless access point, which is typically part of a router. The router in turn connects to the ISP, through a modem.   The b, g, or n specifies the particular signaling technique and communications protocols to be used. 802.11n is the newest and the most capable, having the fastest transfer rate (200 to 300 Mbps). 802.11g is the most ubiquitous, and is backwards compatible with the older 802.11b. n is backwards compatible with both g and b. Today all laptops are at least g compatible and many newer laptops are n compatible. The wireless communications capabilities are probably not a decision factor, unless you specifically want the newest 802.11n capability.
Laptops typically have an optical CD/DVD Drive which is capable of reading and writing CDs and DVDs. Some of the newer, and more expensive laptops, are including a Blue-ray Drive which is capable of reading and writing Blue-ray Disks (BD). These BD drives are backwards compatible with DVDs and CDs so they can read and write all three types of optical storage disks. (Just a quick review of capacities - CDs hold 700 MB, DVDs hold 4.7 GB, and BDs hold about 25 GB.)  The optical drive is only a decision point if you are specifically interested in reading and/or writing BD disks, otherwise there is little difference between manufacturers optical drive products.
Most of the newer laptops have a camera, typically just above the display in the center. The camera faces the user so it can be used for audio/video telecommunications such as Skype and Google Talk. This is definitely a decision point if you intend to use the video calling capabilities. A camera usually does not add much to the price and may prove to be a useful capability in the future.
All laptops have audio capabilities, usually a microphone input, provided by a 1/8th inch mono mini-jack, and a stereo output provided by a 1/8th inch stereo mini-jack. The microphone input can be used for audio/video telecommunications like Skype and Google Talk. The stereo audio output can also be used to drive a set of good external speakers or even the audio of some older televisions. Audio capabilities are not a decision point.
All laptops have an external Monitor output. On older laptops the output connector is a 15 pin VGA female connector. On newer laptops the video output is available on an HDMI (High Definition Multimedia Interface) connector along with audio. HDMI is the best way to connect your laptop to a newer television.

All laptops have USB 2.0 interface ports. The number of ports may be a decision point. And the newer USB 3.0 may show up on some newer, more expensive laptops. Some laptops (not many) may have other types of interface ports such as Firewire or eSATA. This is definitely a decision point if these types of interfaces are needed.

So far we’ve looked at all the important things for the purchase of a laptop. Next month we’ll cover Desktops and some other miscellaneous things to consider.

