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This guide is designed to help you purchase a new computer for basic uses like Web browsing, email, and word processing that runs Microsoft Windows. The average price range for this sort of basic system is roughly $400-700.  If you are shopping for a gaming or high power system, call me for more information before spending several thousand dollars.  I will explain some ideas, list the components, describe them briefly, and make recommendations.  
I prefer Dell computers because you can buy a system online, customize it exactly to your needs, and obtain onsite warranty service should hardware fail.  Dells have easy-to-access built-in diagnostics (press F12 at startup and select Diagnostics or the Utility Partition), online tracking of the original ship date, configuration, warranty status, and downloads.   Dell gives you system discs – the other brands usually do not.  Note that Best Buy has begun selling preconfigured Dell computers at their retail stores, though you cannot customize them and have to bring them back to Best Buy for warranty service.  Micro Center on Ogden Avenue in Westmont or downtown is also a great place to buy a cheap Dell computer at retail.  If you still need Windows XP for some reason, they have a great $400 Dell with all the power you need.   They also have a nice $500 Windows 7 Dell.   Check http://www.microcenter.com 

My second brand choice is HP, for which you will have to go to a store like Best Buy and deal with occasionally misinformed or inexperienced salespeople who try to sell you on useless addon items like Kaspersky Antivirus or a “system optimization.”  However, you will also walk out of the store with your computer, whereas if you buy a Dell you must wait 1-2 weeks for your computer to arrive in the mail.  If you decide to buy a Dell, I recommend visiting the web site http://www.edealinfo.com and clicking on Dell. This site finds daily offers and lists them for you, allowing you to purchase the system directly from Dell online at a low price. 
 
The following is a summary of the individual components in a computer system and current recommendations. A few laptop and Dell-specific tips are listed at the end of the guide. 
Processor (CPU) – The processor is the brain of the computer.  For example, you may have heard of Intel’s “Pentium” processors over the years.  Even low end computers these days have “dual core” processors with more than enough power for most users.  There are two main companies making processors, Intel and AMD, and they both build reliable products.  Intel is the dominant company and AMD is the scrappy underdog.
If you are gaming, running graphic design applications, or simply want a very fast computer, you may want to consider paying more for a new Intel “Core i7” processor. Core i7 processors offer a leap forward in performance that AMD has yet to match.  If you are only running home office apps, checking your email, and browsing Web sites, don’t bother.  Any chip with the “dual core” tag will suffice.  Keep the default speed selection of your chosen model; don’t spend $40+ to upgrade to a slightly faster processor.

Budget recommendation:

Intel Core2 Duo or any dual core

Full power recommendation:
Intel Core i7 or Core i5
Operating System – This is now a much simpler choice than in the days of Vista.  The vast majority of users will want “Windows 7 Home Premium.”  If your model only comes with Windows 7 Professional (a Dell Latitude laptop, for example), that’s just fine.  If you need to run very old hardware and software, you may need Windows XP, which you can still purchase preloaded on a very nice $400 Dell from Micro Center in Westmont or downtown (http://www.microcenter.com).  
Important Note:  For normal uses of web browsing, word processing, etc, don’t worry about “32-bit” versus “64-bit” Windows.  Just get a computer you like at a good price.  Power users should seek out a 64-bit system.        
Compatibility with OLD stuff:
Windows XP
Everyone else:


Windows 7 Home Premium
Monitor – Bulky desktop computer screens, called CRTs, are now a thing of the past. LCD flat panel monitors are now the standard even on low end systems, as they are inexpensive and convenient.  I would recommend against any sort of “ultra sharp” or very high resolution monitor because the text is VERY small.  I would also advise against glossy screens which are bright and sharp but reflect everything back in your eyes.  If you should happen to see a television-style squarish monitor instead of a cinematic squashed “wide-screen,” I’d recommend it.  

Budget recommendation: 

19” squarish LCD


Full power recommendation: 
two 19” squarish or 1 24”+ widescreen 
Memory (RAM) – Memory allows you to run multiple programs at the same time, as well as the operating system itself.  The standard minimum amount is now 2 GB (gigabytes).  Don’t worry about the type or speed of RAM memory unless you are shopping for a high-performance system.    

Budget recommendation: 

2 GB
Full power recommendation:
6 GB+ of “DDR3” memory for your 64-bit Core i7 processor-powered system
Hard Drive – Imagine hard drive size as similar to trunk space in your car. The more you have, the more stuff you can store. Hard drive size is measured in “gigabytes” (1 gigabyte = 1,000 megabytes) just like memory.  Standard hard drive sizes include 80,  160, 250, 500, etc. All your files, including Windows, documents, MP3s, videos, etc, are stored on the hard drive. Nowadays even the cheaper desktops come with at least 250 GB, which is more than enough for most users.  Laptops can have smaller hard drives than desktops.  Do not be concerned with the type of hard drive for now (this is changing in the next few years).   To give you an idea of how much storage this gives you, 250 GB can hold entire libraries of text, or over 100,000 pictures, or 50,000 songs, or 50 DVD movies.   Notice that movies are the only things that really fill up space quick.

Budget recommendation: 

250 GB or cheapest option

Full power recommendation: 
1,000+ GB (1,000 GB = 1 “terabyte”)
CDROM / DVDROM  –   DVD writing drives are now standard on almost all computers.  These drives allow you to read and write both CDs and DVDs.   Sometime in 2010 we should begin to see cheap Blu-Ray players in computers.   Blu-Ray is the next generation of disc technology and appears to be fully backwardly compatible to play DVDs and CDs.  
Side note: don’t bother purchasing rewritable (RW) discs. They are buggy and harder to use. Plain DVDRs, which allow you to write data once and only once, are cheap and easy to use. For example, you can purchase a 50-pack of blank DVDs for $15, back up your data (if it fits on a single DVD) once a week, and be set for a year. 
Budget Recommendation: 


DVD-RW
Full Power Recommendation:

Blu-Ray player/DVD-RW  

Video Card  –  If you plan to edit photos/videos or play graphically intense games, a “discrete” video card with at least 512 MB of video memory would be helpful.  If not, “integrated” graphics chips will work for you. 


Budget recommendation: 

Integrated graphics
Full power recommendation:
Discrete card with 512 MB of video memory
Sound  –  Integrated sound or the default option is fine unless you are an audiophile.

Other Software – Two important software programs will be needed. The first is an antivirus program, the only needed security software.  Our highest recommendation is Microsoft Security Essentials, free to the world from the mother ship, Microsoft.  There is now a step by step guide to downloading and installing this on our web site, http://www.arxcomputers.com  Do not purchase a security software package with your computer.   The web site to obtain Microsoft Security Essentials is

http://www.microsoft.com/security_essentials
A “firewall” sits between you and the Internet, keeping hackers out.  There is a strong firewall in your router if you have one, and one also comes with Windows XP or Windows 7.  Also, there is no reason to run an active antispyware program like Spysweeper, which does not accomplish much against the latest nasty spyware threats.  

The second important software program is Microsoft Office or Works. There is a common misconception that computers all come with Microsoft Word included. This is not the case – Word is separate. So don’t assume Word will come with your computer unless you buy it! Here is a short table summarizing Microsoft’s confusing offerings:

Microsoft Works Plus 2008: Word 2003, Money, Streets & Trips, and some other programs you probably won’t ever use - roughly $80
** Microsoft Office Home and Student 2007: Word, Excel, PowerPoint (NOT Outlook, a major change) – now on sale at Newegg.com for $100, you can legally install this software on THREE computers, a great deal!  

Microsoft Office Basic 2007: Word, Excel, Outlook – roughly $150

Microsoft Office Small Business 2007: Word, Excel, Outlook, PowerPoint, Publisher – roughly $280
Microsoft Office Professional Edition 2007:  all above plus Access.  Not needed unless you use Access, a database program – roughly $400
Recommendation: If you do not need Outlook, Home and Student is going to be the most popular option.  If you DO need Outlook, you can either purchase it separately for roughly $100 or get Basic or Small Business. 
Important note: If you are purchasing the computer for a college student, they can frequently obtain the latest Office software from school for as low as $30!  Call the IT department and stop by the bookstore. 
Warranty – Most Dell computers come with a 1 year warranty that includes onsite service. Extended warranties for computers are just like extended warranties for any other product, from a toaster oven to a car: they are a gamble.  If you want to gamble that you will not have a defective part, don’t get an extended warranty. However, I recommend you spend the extra $60 or so and select at least a 2-year onsite warranty, or even longer if you like.  

One of the advantages of Dell is that after some tedious time on the phone (standard with all large companies), they will send a technician to your house to replace the part onsite (if you selected the onsite warranty option), which is very convenient.  One warning about warranty repair: no company cares about your data or will back it up, so if your hard drive is defective, you will probably end up calling us if any data backup is needed.  This situation applies to all computers purchased from large companies like Dell or HP. 

Laptop Info – Laptops are more expensive, less upgradable, and more difficult to repair than desktops.   If the screen or motherboard dies, they are usually not worth fixing.  Because of this and the fact that they are portable, they can get banged up and mistreated on occasion, which are good reasons to get the extended warranty. Dell also has a CompleteCare extended coverage warranty that covers damage from dropping it and spilling liquids inside. It may be worth it for college-bound kids. Here are a few general laptop considerations:

Weight  –  Since you will be carrying it around a lot, the logic is “the lighter the better,” to a certain point.  Slimline 3-4 pound notebooks are expensive and have a higher failure rate. A more common and affordable option is in the 5-6 pound range. Large “desktop replacement” laptops can hit 9-10 pounds. The choice is up to you and how much a lightweight laptop is worth in your eyes.

Screen  –  I recommend a 13-14” screen size. The text can be hard to read on smaller screens and in my opinion the 15” laptops are just too bulky to carry around regularly.  Also, avoid the glossy kind of screen.  It may look good at first but the reflections off the screen are horrible. 
Wireless  –  Every single laptop built today has wireless capability built in. This allows you to connect to wireless hotspots in hotels, restaurants, libraries, etc, as well as connecting to a wireless network in your house if you have one. 
Hard drive speed – Unless you are frequently moving very large files and are willing to pay for maximum speed, it’s OK to buy a 5400rpm drive instead of a 7200rpm drive.  Budget recommendation: 5400rpm.  Full power: 7200rpm.
Dell-Specific Information

· The most cost-effective desktop model lately is the Vostro 220 or Inspiron 537.

· Be sure to select 3-5 day shipping, which is free.  

· Dell claims it will take 2-3 weeks to arrive and it’s usually 7-10 days.

· Stay away from XPS systems because XPS stands for eXPenSive. 
· Dell has a new “outrageous deal” every day; don’t feel pressured. 
· Don’t call Dell because their salespeople will lie to you repeatedly on many topics in order to sell you whatever they get the most commission from.   Order it online or buy it from Micro Center.  
· Warning: Dell has very cheap, well-made systems and a good onsite warranty, but their phone support is horrible. You will spend quite a while on hold and they will try to insist on you opening the computer case and removing components for troubleshooting. Other large national companies also have bad phone support.  Once you get past the phone experience, they will send a technician to your house to replace parts, which is very convenient and a definite advantage over bringing your computer in to Best Buy, leaving it there for three weeks, and finding your hard drive data wiped out when you finally pick it up.
General Tips
IMPORTANT: Avoid buying a slimline computer, or a nonstandard size/shape, such as a machine with the computer built into the back of the screen. These unusual machines have a higher failure rate as well as more expensive proprietary parts. Get a standard “midtower” type case if possible. 
Of course, if you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to call Scott at 847-962-4661, or email me at scott@arxcomputers.com. I would be happy to assist you further in shopping as well as help transfer data and get you on your feet. 
