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INTRODUCTION

This Glossary, which contains over 3400 terms, provides not only a comprehensive  
definition of each term, but also sufficient additional material to enable the reader to 
understand the importance of the term, how to use it appropriately and its relation to 
other terms used in the same area of computing. To this end, terms are gathered into 
six parts, describing how computer systems are used, what they are made of, how they 
are developed and how computers work. A seventh part consists of reference material.

Who is the Glossary aimed at?

One of the principal aims of the Glossary is meeting the needs of pupils and students 
who follow courses leading to examinations in schools and colleges at a variety of 
levels. The authors attempt to ensure that the Glossary reflects developments in the 
National Curriculum for England and Wales, GCSE and A-level specifications, the 
Scottish Curriculum, the Northern Ireland system and related vocational qualifications.

It is a definitive reference source, mentioned in examination syllabuses. The content 
has increasingly found wide acceptance in universities and colleges for foundation 
courses and ESL students, as well as induction sessions and training courses. It is 
used in support of the European Computer Driving Licence (ECDL) and other training 
courses, within government departments and industry generally. The Glossary has also 
proved popular with home-based computer users.

How are the individual terms decided on?

BCS Glossary Working Party members continuously monitor relevant new terms and 
changes in usage. These are added when it is felt that they have become sufficiently 
established and widespread. Some terms that are no longer in common use are 
omitted.

The Glossary provides definitions that cover the use of terms in the context of very 
large computer systems as well as PCs and mobile devices. Although large computer 
systems may be outside the experience of many users, they are likely to encounter 
consequences of the use of such systems. It should be noted that some terms are 
included that have a different meaning in a computing environment to that in use in 
other subjects.

xvBuy the complete book: www.bcs.org/books/glossary



INTRODUCTION

What are the origins of the Glossary?

The Glossary was first published over 40 years ago and has developed from a tiny listing 
to its current content. In 1974, the British Computer Society was invited by the Regional 
Examining Boards for the Certificate of Secondary Education to produce a standardised 
list of terms for use in computer studies courses, examination syllabuses and for their 
own reference. The Schools Committee of BCS set up a Working Party with a remit to 
produce a ‘one-off’ document containing about 100 terms. At the time, there was only 
one A-level computing examination and a small number of examinations for 16 year 
olds. Schools involved in computer studies relied on batch processing, preparing and 
sending their punched cards to university computing centres. Very few had access to 
an online terminal connecting to the local authority computer. Microcomputers were 
virtually unknown in schools. At this time almost all sources of computing expertise 
were inventing their own vocabulary.

Teachers soon requested that the Glossary be made available to pupils. At the end 
of 1974 work began on the first ‘public’ edition. This edition appeared in 1977, 
containing approximately 430 terms of which 260 were defined. Given that the target 
audience was the 14–16-year-old pupil, it was decided that, as far as possible without  
compromising technical accuracy, simple English should be used in the explanation of 
the term – an objective still retained wherever possible.

The popularity of the first BCS Glossary resulted in several reprints and the demand for 
further editions. These latter editions included new terms that were appearing almost 
daily. The publication was required to keep pace with the rapid development of technol-
ogy and with the increasing use of computers in education. It has been the practice of 
BCS, The Chartered Institute for IT, to update the Glossary approximately every three 
years.

The Working Party has a changing membership drawing on a wide range of expertise 
from the computing community.

Development

Early editions of the Glossary were lists of defined terms and hence resembled a 
dictionary. Over many editions the Working Party steered the Glossary to its present 
themed and structured layout.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The Working Party has appreciated the help it has received from members of BCS and, 
in particular, Computing At School (part of the BCS Academy), for their comments and 
suggestions about material to include in this edition.

The Working Party also welcomes offers from teachers willing to involve their pupils in 
a review of this edition and would like to express its thanks to those who have already 
commented, criticised and made helpful suggestions.
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INTRODUCTION

Please send comments by post to: BCS, The Chartered Institute for IT, Publishing 
Department, First Floor, Block D, North Star House, North Star Avenue, Swindon, SN2 
1FA, UK. www.bcs.org/contact  publishing@bcs.uk

Alternatively contact any member of the Working Party through BCS.

DISCLAIMER

Neither BCS, The Chartered Institute for IT, nor contributors to the Glossary shall have 
any responsibility for loss suffered as a result of reliance on the Glossary, and readers 
should take legal advice on the application of the terms covered particularly in Section 
B11, which is intended as an aid to understanding computer security. The Glossary is 
not a definitive statement of the meaning of terms.
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HOW TO USE THIS GLOSSARY

The only place you will find a full alphabetical list of all the terms covered in the Glossary 
is in the index at the back of the book. The Glossary is not a dictionary and the defini-
tions are not in general arranged alphabetically, even within the sections. Knowing how 
to use the index is crucial to deriving the maximum value from the Glossary.

For example, looking up ‘virus checking’ in the index leads you to page 166. ‘Virus check-
ing’ is not one of the main definitions on this page, but you will find it under ‘antivirus 
software’. Your eye should be led to it by the different appearance of the term you are 
searching for: Virus checking.

Antivirus software 

also known as: vaccine utility 
including: antivirus monitor, virus checking, disinfection, quarantine, computer hygiene  
is used to detect and remove viruses.

Antivirus monitors are programs loaded permanently in memory continually moni-
toring the system for the tell-tale patterns indicating the presence of any of the 
thousands of viruses that have been identified. If any change is detected, the file is 
prevented from being run and a warning message is given. New data read into the 
computer is also screened for viruses and appropriate action taken.

Virus checking scans the files on a computer system to detect viruses.

Disinfection is the removal of viruses that have been detected.

Quarantine is the isolation of a file suspected of containing a virus. The file can then be 
investigated and the operation of the virus can be analysed.

Computer hygiene is the term used to describe the prevention and cure of problems 
caused by viruses.

An alternative way of finding the appropriate entry is to examine the lines immediately 
after the main entry: ‘also known as’, ‘including’. These provide a list of terms covered in 
that definition.
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HOW TO USE THIS GLOSSARY

The Glossary is divided into seven parts as described in the Introduction. Each part is 
divided into sections defining terms on a particular topic and large sections are further 
subdivided. It is hoped that readers will take advantage of this structure to browse within 
sections; to assist in this, each section has a general introduction (see, for example,  
page 155 to page 156) providing additional information that puts the terms into context.

Within most definitions, you will find references to other terms (for example, ‘virus’) in 
the first line of the definition. You may wish to read these in conjunction with the defini-
tion you are examining.

There are, of course, other ways of using this glossary. Related terms occur together, 
and you may find it helpful to read through a complete section or subsection.
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PART A: OVERVIEW

A1 General computing terms 3
A2 Using a computer 8
A3 Computing in everyday life 21
A4 Systems design and life cycle 29
A5 Describing systems 47

This section contains general terms that might be met by any computer user. Some 
sections in Part A are concerned with general issues and others with the design of 
computer systems. Some sections contain terms that might have been placed in other 
parts, but they have been kept with other related terms for completeness. Some terms 
have references to terms in other parts that will provide readers with pointers to other 
associated terms and concepts.
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A1 GENERAL COMPUTING TERMS

When you approach computing for the first time you meet a range of terms that people 
involved in the industry take for granted. These terms are often vague generalisations 
and may mean different things to different people. They are also applied to a wide range 
of situations within computing and their precise meaning may vary between contexts.

Most jargon you meet when using a computer is related to the task you are doing. The 
software used to perform the task is called an application. Examples of applications 
include word processing, computer art and using a database program. However, there 
is some jargon that relates to running the computer itself, that is, how you control or 
operate a computer.

This section provides general definitions of some of the more common computing terms 
that are either used in a general context or apply across many areas of computing.

INFORMATION PROCESSING

Information processing

is the organisation, manipulation and distribution of information. As these activities  
are central to almost every use of computers, the term is in common use to mean 
almost the same as ‘computing’. See also data and information page 255.

Information technology (IT)

including: ICT (information and communications technology) 
is the application of technology to information processing. The current interest centres 
on computing, telecommunications and digital electronics. 

In the UK schools sector, the preferred term is ICT (information and communications 
technology).

Telecommunications

is a general term describing the communication of information over a distance. The 
method of communication is normally via a cable, either wire or fibre optic (see page 
343) or electromagnetic radiation. See also wireless communication, page 342. Computer 
data uses the same network as telephone systems.

3Buy the complete book: www.bcs.org/books/glossary



BCS GLOSSARY OF COMPUTING

Computer

is a machine that processes data. It takes data, in digital form, which is processed 
automatically before being output in some way. It is programmable so that the rules 
used to process the data can be changed. It is an automatic, programmable, digital data 
processor. These ideas are expanded in the introduction to Section E1, page 287. The 
definition excludes the analog computer (page 288).

Computer system

including: configuration
is the complete collection of components (hardware, software, peripherals, power 
supplies, communications links) making up a single computer installation. The particu-
lar choice of components is known as the configuration – different systems may or may 
not have the same configuration.

Computing

is the use of a computer to manipulate data or control a process. It is also an umbrella 
term used in higher education to cover the multitude of subjects relating to computers 
that can be studied.

Embedded system

is the use of a computer system built into a machine of some sort, usually to provide a 
means of control. The computer system is generally small, often a single microprocessor 
with very limited functions. The user does not realise that instructions are being carried 
out by a computer but simply that there are controls to operate the machine. Examples 
are electronic washing machines, burglar alarms and car engine management systems.

Multimedia

is the presentation of information by a computer system using graphics, animation, 
sound and text.

Facilities management

also known as: managed services
is the contracting of an organisation’s day-to-day operations to an outside company. The 
facilities management company employs the staff and runs the operation. Where it is 
computer operations to be managed, the equipment will usually be sited in the organi-
sation’s own premises, although it may be owned or leased by the facilities manage-
ment company. The contract for this kind of service will specify what the computer 
system must provide for the price. This is distinct from outsourcing (see page 5), where 
a well-defined task will be contracted out.
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GENERAL COMPUTING TERMS

Outsourcing

is the purchase of services from outside contractors rather than employing staff to 
do the tasks. This use of contractors for a well-defined task is distinct from facilities 
management (see page 4) where day-to-day operations are involved. Traditionally 
large computer organisations have employed many staff such as systems analysts and 
developers (see Section B9 Computer personnel). It may be more economic to contract 
another organisation to provide these services and not have the expense and complica-
tion of direct employment of staff. With the use of networking, it is possible to outsource 
anywhere in the world.

Some of these tasks may be provided by a computer bureau (see below).

Computer bureau

including: data processor
is an organisation that offers a range of computing services for hire (for example, data 
preparation, payroll processing). Bureaux usually offer two types of service:

 y They provide computing facilities for organisations that do not have any of their 
own.

 y They also offer specialist services covering vital common operations (for example, 
payroll) to organisations that do not have the appropriate piece of applications soft-
ware.

Compare this with facilities management and outsourcing.

Data processor is the name used in the Data Protection Act (1998) (see page 157), for a 
computer bureau.

PARTS OF A COMPUTER SYSTEM

Hardware

is the physical part of a computer system – the processor(s), input and output devices, 
and storage. This is in contrast to the software (see page 6), which includes application 
packages, and the data in the storage.

Storage media

also known as: media
is the collective name for the different types of storage materials (such as compact disc, 
solid state, memory card, hard disk and even paper) used to hold data or programs. They 
are used either within the computer system or connected to it. See peripherals (see page 
6) and Section E3.
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Peripheral

also known as: device 
including: input device, output device, input/output device (I/O device), storage device
is a piece of equipment (or hardware) that can be connected to the central processing 
unit. It is used to provide input, output and backing storage for the computer system. No 
particular peripheral is required by a computer but every computer must have some 
method of input and output (for example, a washing machine may simply have push 
buttons for input and actuators, page 118, for output). They are often referred to as follows:

Input device is a peripheral unit that can accept data, presented in the appropriate  
machine-readable form, decode it and transmit it as electrical pulses to the central 
processing unit.

Output device is a peripheral unit that translates signals from the computer into a 
human-readable form or into a form suitable for reprocessing by the computer at 
a later stage.

Input/output device (I/O device) is a peripheral unit that can be used both as an input 
device and as an output device. In some instances, ‘input/output device’ may be two 
separate devices housed in the same cabinet.

Storage device is a peripheral unit that allows the user to store data in an electronic 
form for a longer period of time and when the computer is switched off. The data 
can be read only by the computer and is not in human-readable form.

Software

including: applications program, application, applications package, generic software, 
productivity tool
consists of programs, routines and procedures (together with their associated documen-
tation) that can be run on a computer system.

An applications program, frequently abbreviated to application, is software designed to 
carry out a task (such as keeping accounts, editing text) that would need to be car-
ried out even if computers did not exist.

An applications package is a complete set of applications programs together with the 
associated documentation (see user documentation, page 425). Where the applica-
tion is appropriate to many areas, it is usual to describe it as generic software or as 
a productivity tool. For example, word processing (see page 367) can be used in per-
sonal correspondence, the production of business ‘form letters’, academic research, 
compilation of glossaries, writing books etc.

See also Section B12 Systems software, program on page 212 and Section C4.

Integrated package

also known as: integrated program
is a single piece of software that provides a user with basic information processing 
functions. It usually includes word processing, spreadsheets and small databases  
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and may include additional facilities such as charts, a diary and communications. It is 
designed so that data can be simply moved between the various parts enabling complex 
tasks to be performed easily.

Tutorial

is a program that helps a user to learn about a new application. The tutorial will include 
a simple explanation of how to use the new system, diagrams and possibly examples 
the user can try while the tutorial program monitors the user’s progress.
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expansion 335 

interface 335 

memory 304 

SD 304 

smart 295 

swipe 162, 295 

video capture 399 

video 315 

xD 398

card encoder 295

card reader 295

caret 420

carrier board 335

Carrier Sense Multiple Access/ 
Collision Detection (CSMA/CD) 
354

carrier signal 351

carrier wave 351

carry flag 193

cascading stylesheets (CSS) 251, 
379–380

case 374

CASE (computer-aided software 
engineering) tools 47

case statement 204

cash dispenser 115

cathode ray tube (CRT) 314

CBT (computer-based training) 
428

CCITT (Comité Consultatif 
International Téléphonique et 
Télégraphique) 79

CD-R (compact disc recordable) 
303

CD-ROM (compact disc read-only 
memory) 303

CD-ROM server 135

CD-RW (compact disc rewritable) 
303

cell (memory) 299

cell (spreadsheet) 385

CEng (Chartered Engineer) 154

central node 131

central processing unit (CPU) 
323, 324

central processor 324

centred tab 377

centred text 378

certification authority 159

change tracking 370

channel 18 

alpha 392 

colour 392 

music 413

channel number 18

character 256

character code 256

character data 263

character printer 317, 318–319

character recognition 

magnetic ink 113 

optical 114

character set 256

character styles 379

characters per second (cps) 344

chat 68

chat room 68

check box 421

check digit 110

checksum 111

child nodes 258

chip 338

Chartered Engineer (CEng) 154

Chartered IT Professional (CITP) 
154

Chrome 83

cipher 429

circuit switching 347

circular buffer 260

circular queue 260

CISC (Complex Instruction Set 
Computer) 325

CITP (Chartered IT Professional) 
154

class 189

class diagram 58, 60

468 Buy the complete book: www.bcs.org/books/glossary



class library 189 

client side 76

client station 136

client-server network 134

client-server relationship 134

clip art 397

clipboard 19

clock 335 

real-time 338

clock mark 113

clock rate 335

clock track 113

closed loop feedback 118

closed subroutine 209

cloud computing 74, 88

cloud storage 67, 299

cluster 131

cluster controller 131

CMI (computer-managed 
instruction) 428

CML (computer-managed 
learning) 428

CMOS (complementary metal 
oxide semiconductor) 304

CMS (colour management 
system) 311–312

CMYK model 311

CNC (computer numeric control) 
119

coaxial cable 342–343

code 191 

absolute 198 

ASCII 256, 463−465 

authorisation 163 

bar 112 

character 256 

intermediate 243 

machine 243 

micro-code 330–331 

MIDI 411 

object 176 

position independent 199 

program 191 

pseudo-code 192, 220, 225 

QR 112, 113 

relocatable 198 

SMPTE 408 

source 176 

Universal Product Code (UPC) 
112

code breaking 429

code generation 177

code of conduct 153

code of good practice 153

codec 399

coder 149

coding 164

cognitive science 142

cold start 235

collating sequence 256

collision 274

collision detection 354

colour channel 392

colour correction 392

colour management 311–312

colour management system 
(CMS) 311–312

colour model 310–311

colour palette 310

colour printer 317

colour separation 312

column 385

Comité Consultatif International 
Téléphonique et Télégraphique 
(CCITT) 79

command file 178

command line interface 417

command line interpreter 178

command sequence 417

commissioning 41

communications protocol 349–350

compact disc read-only memory 
(CD-ROM) 303

compact disk recordable (CD-R) 
303

compact disk rewritable (CD-RW) 
303

compact flash card 398

compatibility 41

compilation 177

compilation error 230

compiler 176–177

complementary metal oxide 
semiconductor (CMOS) 304

complementation 267–268

completed 234

Complex Instruction Set 
Computer (CISC) 325
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compress 389

compression 
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algorithmic thinking 26
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computer 4 
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Complex Instruction Set (CISC) 
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laptop 290 

mainframe 290 
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portable 289 
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325 
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stand-alone 290 
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tablet 289, 290 
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cookie 67

copper cable 342

copy protection 168
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word processing 367

word processor
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WYSIWYG (what you see is what 
you get) 19

X.25 350

X.400 350

xD card 398

XDCAM 399

XML 248

XNOR (Exclusive-NOR) gate  
363

XOR (Exclusive-OR) gate 362

XOR operation 194

XY plotter 321

YMCK 311

YouTube 67, 68

ZIP files 281

zipping 281

ZMODEM 350

489Buy the complete book: www.bcs.org/books/glossary



Buy the complete book: www.bcs.org/books/glossary


	Cover
	Copyright
	CONTENTS
	FIGURES AND TABLES
	INTRODUCTION
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	DISCLAIMER

	HOW TO USE THIS GLOSSARY
	PART A: OVERVIEW
	A1 GENERAL COMPUTING TERMS
	INFORMATION PROCESSING
	PARTS OF A COMPUTER SYSTEM


	Index
	Back Matter



