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Notebook computers (once called laptops) have made a big impact on the way many people live.  From primary school children through university students to salespeople and company executives, the market appears to be growing fast. 

It’s not surprising.  The modern notebook computer is small, powerful and packed with enough options to give most people a fully portable office and entertainment centre they can use anywhere and anytime.

Considerations:

Your back and neck
Note books encourage a slouched posture, which over time and frequent use can easily lead to painful physical problems in your back and neck.  If you’re a heavy computer user, a notebook should probably not be your main machine for this reason alone.

Poor screens
Even the screens on the best notebooks are harder to read than those on a modern full-size personal computer.  This can raise stress levels and, enticing you to lean forward to squint at the screen, contribute to the problem of bad posture.

Cost
Notebooks are much more expensive than their full-size counterparts.

The Changing Market
In a fast-changing computer market, notebooks are among the machines that get superseded the most quickly.  Upgrading options are more limited with notebooks. 

Of course, there are also all those advantages.  If space is at premium in your work area, or if you want to carry your work around with you (or, using a modem, keeping touch with your main office files, databases and the fax), a notebook will definitely appeal.

What to look for:

The Processor 
This is the brains of the computer and is identifies as “486”, “Pentium”, “P6” and so on.  Around every six months, the “entry level” of the most basic processor changes: for the same price you get a faster, more powerful processor, although notebooks tend to lag slightly behind desktops in technology.  Don’t buy a notebook with a processor that is about to drop off the market (this month, that means Pentium 100 and Pentium 120 models) if you want a computer that will be able to run new software in a year’s time.  An upgrade may not be possible.

What is RAM?
RAM is the short-term or active memory capacity.  Most notebooks come with 16Mb, which is reasonable for running Windows 95 and many multimedia games.  Those with 8Mb offer the bare minimum for Windows 95.  Even with 16Mb, it’s wise to check the RAM expandability, especially if you want to buy new games or other sophisticated software.

The Hard Drive 
Contains the filing system for your work, the operating system and the software.  We suggest that your hard drive have at least 800Mb, preferably more if you want to run large applications.  Some notebooks have internal hard drives that are removable, and may be interchanged with another hard drive.

The CD-ROM Drive 
Is a device that reads compact disks.  They are usually built in, but may be removable.  Notebooks without a built-in CD-ROM can usually have one connected through a “PCMCIA card” (see below).

Like processors, CD-ROM drives keep getting faster.  Generally, the faster it is, the smoother multimedia will run.  Minimum entry level is 4x speed; you can buy up to 12x speed.

The Modem 
Connects the computer to a telephone (which can be a mobile) and is necessary for access to the Internet or getting a remote connection to your main computer.  The modem can be built-in or externally connected via a PCMCIA card.  Some modems can act as faxes.  Entry level for full Net use is 28.8Kbps.

The Floppy Drive 
Allows you to work from a floppy disk.  Some notebooks forgo a built-in floppy drive to fit in a CD-ROM drive.  These should be an optional external floppy drive that connects through a special drive port in the notebook, or through a PCMCIA slot.

The Screen 
On a notebook works differently from that of a desktop computer.  A full-size monitor uses “cathode ray tube” technology to display an image, much like a television set.  A notebook screen is a “liquid crystal display”, similar to a digital watch.  It will use one of two technologies:

“Dual scan passive matrix colour” is also called DSTN, which stands for “dual super trist nematic”.  Seriously.  These screens have a limited angle of vision:  it is difficult to see detail if you are viewing the screen from side-on.  They also tend to blur fast-moving objects such as cursor arrows and superheroes dodging missiles.  Game players take note.

“Active matrix colour” screens, which are also called TFT or ”thin film transfer”, can be viewed from a wider angle and provide a clearer, crisper image.  They also cost an extra $1000 or so.

Many manufacturers give you a choice of which kind of screen you want on their most popular models (as long as you choose colour: black and white screens are pretty much a thing of the past).

Keyboard 
The keyboard design varies among brands: there’s no standard design (apart from the main QWERTY keys.  Don’t expect the find the function keys where you are used to having them.

Some notebooks use imaginative methods to overcome the problems of a cramped keyboard, such as the keyboard folding out as the notebook is opened.  However, keys are almost always smaller and more cramped than on a desktop keyboard.

Pointing Devices:

This does the job of the mouse and on notebooks is usually built in.  There are three basic types.

Trackball
With a “trackball” you move the cursor by rolling the ball with your finger.  

Trackstick
With a “trackstick” the cursor moves when you push the nib of the trackstick in the direction you wish the cursor to move in.  

Trackpad
With a trackpad you drag your finger across a touch-sensitive pad, and the cursor moves in the direction of your finger.

A trackstick is generally the hardest to master.  We suggest you try all three kinds to see which you prefer.  Most notebook manufacturers give you very little choice, which means for many people the pointing device may be a deciding factor on which brand to buy.

Other Options:

Docking Ports 
These make it easy to attach your notebook to a desktop monitor, keyboard and mouse.  You simply sit or “dock” your notebook in the container or “port”, which is connected to your full-size monitor, keyboard, mouse, printer or any other peripherals.

It’s a great way to use the processing power of your notebook for long periods, using the relative comfort of the desktop keyboard and screen, without having to plug and unplug leads every time you start and finish.

Infrared Ports 
Allow your notebook to communicate remotely with similar machines.  They can also communicate with printers that have infrared ports.

PCMCIA Slots 
Are found in the side of a notebook and allow you to add extra features to your computer, such as a modem, hard drive, floppy drive or CD_ROM drive.  There are three different types of slots, and you need t know what your options are before you buy.

Batteries 
Vary between the common type, which is nickel-metal hydride (NiMH) and has a life of around 2.5 hours, and a lithium ion variety, which can last around twice as long (in some cases up to 10 hours).

Notebooks will chew through the power if you use the hard drive, floppy drive or CD-ROM drive a lot, because they have moving parts.

AC Adapters 
Allow you to plug into mains power.  Most are external, but some are built-in.  This means you have fewer bits and pieces to pack up, but the notebook will be heavier and bulkier.

Advice:

When you buy a computer, tell the salesperson what you want it for and what you may also want to do with it in the next, say, three years.  This should not only steer you towards an appropriate computer, but will give you recourse if the machine turns out to be wrong.

Don’t by a notebook as your main computer, if you intend to do a lot of computer work.
