
M5 – Computer System Key Knowledge 
Types of Storage: 

Magnetic: E.g. Hard disk drives. Uses a mag-

netic disk to store information based on 

magnetic polarity. The disk spins and a me-

chanical arm will sense magnetism at differ-

ent points. 

Electrical: E.g. Solid state drives or flash 

drives. Uses electrical transistors which can 

be charged to store data.  

Optical: Tiny pits made in a disk. The disk 

spins and a laser shines on the disk. If the 

laser reflects back, this means no pit was 

present. If it doesn’t, there must be a pit. This 

indicates whether the data is 1 or 0. 

Computer System Structure: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FDE Cycle: 

The CPU fetches the data. It then works out 

what needs to be done with it. It then sends 

data to appropriate place. 

Key Words 
Hardware: The physical aspects of a computer 

system. 

Software: The application components allowing 

the computer to operate as required. 

Input Device : A way of sending messages to a 

computer system. E.g. mouse or keyboard. 

Output Device: A device that does something 

based on what the system tells it to. E.g. monitor 

Embedded system: A computer system that 

makes up part of larger mechanical device. 

Memory: Stores data and operations whilst a 

program is running. 

RAM: Random access memory is where tempo-

rary data is stored so that the computer can use 

it. 

Volatile: Data is permanently lost when power is 

off. 

Storage: Used to permanently store applications 

or files. 

BIOS: (Basic input/output System) Controls the 

basic functionality of a computer. Stored on the 

ROM (read only memory).  

OS: (Operating System) Controls how the user 

interacts with the computer system . 

Benchmarking: Testing to evaluate the perfor-

mance of a computer system/CPU. 

Overclocking:: The process of forcing a CPU to 

work at a higher clock speed, risking overheat-

ing or  incorrect completion of tasks. 

Key Skills 
Comparing Storage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Comparing CPUs: 

The CPU is the brain of a computer system. A 

CPU has 3 main components: 

• Control Unit (CU): Controls data movement 

and timings. 

• Arithmetic Logic Unit (ALU): Carries out 

basic mathematics tasks. 

• Cache: A small amount of extremely fast 

internal CPU memory. 

In order to compare CPUs, you need to know: 

• Number of Cores: Each core is like an indi-

vidual brain. Multiple cores make multitask-

ing better, although programs have to be 

designed to utilise it. 

• Clock Speed: How fast each core is, meas-

ured in operations per second (Hz). 

• Cache Size: How large the fast internal 

memory is for the CPU to use. 

Hard Disk Drives Solid State Drives 

Slower ↓ 

Louder ↓ 

Bigger ↓ 

Higher energy consumption ↓ 

Greater capacities available ↑ 

Cheaper ↑ 

Faster   ↑ 

Quieter ↑ 

Smaller ↑ 

Lower consumption ↑ 

Smaller capacities ↓ 

More expensive ↓ 


