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What is a “Hard Drive”? 

A hard disk drive (sometimes 

abbreviated as Hard drive, HD, 

or HDD) is a non-volatile 

memory hardware device that 

permanently stores and re-

trieves information. There are 

many variations, but their sizes 

are generally 3.5" and 2.5" for 

desktop and laptop computers 

respectively. A hard drive con-

sists of one or more platters to 

which data is written using a 

magnetic head, all inside of an 

air-sealed casing. Internal hard 

disks reside in a drive bay, con-

nect to the motherboard using 

an ATA, SCSI, or SATA cable, and 

are powered by a connection to 

the PSU (power supply unit). 

The hard drive fits inside the 

computer, which can be a tower, 

laptop or all in one PC. A hard 

drive can be used to store just 

about any type of data, 

A hard drive can be used to store just about any type of data, including pictures, 

music, videos, and text documents. Computers have a hard drive and use it to 

store files for the operating system and software that run on the computer, as 

well as files created or downloaded to the computer by a user. 

What does a hard drive do? 
Storage is the hard drive’s responsibility. Everything you keep on your computer 
is on a hard drive. Not just documents, pictures, music and videos. Your pro-
grams, your preferences, even your operating system—they’re all stored on your 
computer’s hard drive. If your hard drive is damaged, you can lose it all. That’s 
the sad truth. Which is why most people have a backup system. They get another 
hard drive and copy all their important files onto that. 

 
How big of a hard drive do you need? 
Everything that can be saved on a hard drive is measured in terms of its size. Text 
is very small, pictures are larger, music is even bigger, and video is the biggest of 
the bunch. A hard drive is like a scale. It doesn’t know the difference between 
things that are on it; it only knows their size. But instead of kilograms, a hard 
drive measures things in terms of megabytes (MB), gigabytes (GB) and terabytes 
(TB.) Roughly speaking, a megabyte is 1 million bytes, a gigabyte is 1 billion bytes, 
and a terabyte is 1 trillion bytes. 

 
Will hard drives work with both PC & Mac? 
Any hard drive will work with either a PC or a Mac. Some drives are already for-
matted to work with one or the other. But any drive can be reformatted to work 
with either type of computer. 

 
What are the different types of hard drive connections? 
There are four basic ways to connect your hard drive to your computer: 

USB 
This is the most common connection type. There’s no set-up at all. Just plug 
it in. The computer recognises the drive, and you’re able to read and save 
files almost instantly. 

FireWire 
Plug-and-play like USB, Firewire 800 is significantly faster, making it popular 
with those transferring video files. 

SATA 
This is the standard connection for internal hard drives. Offers the highest 
file transfer speeds of any format. 

eSATA 
A less common, high-performance connection most commonly found in 
PCs. An eSATA connection performs at speeds that most closely resemble 
an internal drive. 
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How important is hard drive speed? 
When you start your computer, open a file, listen 
to a song, or do just about anything else, you use 
your hard drive. The discs inside the drive spin. 
The faster they spin, the more quickly your com-
puter can find the file you want. 

So a drive rated at 7,200 rpm will be faster than one 
rated at 5,400 rpm. What that means for your day-
to-day use will vary. With external drives, you’ll 
hardly notice a difference. With internal drives, 
the difference will be slight with smaller files and 
applications, but will be obvious with larger files 
and applications. 

 
Should you choose internal or external? 

An internal drive provides built-in storage at top 
speeds. An external drive gives you greater flexi-
bility and expanded storage whenever you need it. 

Each choice has its benefits and drawbacks. 
Internal drives have to be physically installed by open-

ing up your computer - something some people 
are hesitant to do. But your files and programs are 
stored directly on your computer; they’re always 
there whenever you need them. 

External drives are connected to your computer via 
plug-in cables, such as Backup Plus Portable, or 
accessed over Wi-Fi, such as Wireless Plus. This 
lets you take files with you, transfer them to other 
computers, or instantly add storage to your com-
puter or network without any technical hurdles. 

 
How is data read and stored on a hard drive? 
Data sent to and read from the hard drive is interpret-

ed by the disk controller, which tells the hard drive 
what to do and how to move the components 
within the drive. When the operating system 
needs to read or write information, , it examines 
the hard drive's File Allocation Table (FAT) or New 
Technology File System (NTFS) )  to determine file 
location and available write areas. Once they have 
been 

determined, the disk controller instructs the actuator 
to move the read/write arm and align the read/
write head. Because files are often scattered 
throughout the platter, the head needs to move to 
different locations to access all information.  All 
information stored on a traditional hard drive is 
done magnetically. After completing the above 
steps, if the computer needs to read information 
from the hard drive, it would read the magnetic 
polarities on the platter. One side of the magnetic 
polarity is 0, and the other is 1.  Reading this as 
binary data, the computer can understand what 
the data is on the platter.  For the computer to 
write information to the platter,  the read/write 

head aligns the magnetic polarities, writing 0's and 1's 
that can be read later. 

 
What about the new solid state drives? 
Solid State Drives (SSDs) have started to replace hard disk 
drives (HDDs) because of the distinct performance ad-
vantages they have over HDD, including faster access 
times and lower latency.  
While SSDs is becoming more and more popular, HDDs 
continue to be used in many desktop computers largely 
due to the value per dollar that HDDs offer over SSDs. 
However, more and more laptops are beginning to utilize 

SSD over HDD, helping to improve the reliability and sta-
bility of laptops. 

 
How much can I store on a Hard Drive? 
Here are some averages to give an idea of what you can 

store on which size drive. 
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The History of the hard drive 
The first hard drive was introduced to the market by IBM 
on September 13, 1956. The hard drive was first used in 
the RAMAC 305 system, with a storage capacity of 5 MB 
and a cost of about $50,000 ($10,000 per megabyte). The 
hard drive was built-in to the computer and was not re-
movable. 
In 1963, IBM developed the first removable hard drive, 

having a 2.6 MB storage capacity. 

The first hard drive to have a storage capacity of one giga-

byte was also developed by IBM in 1980. It weighed 550 

pounds and cost $40,000. 

Next month I will talk about how to detect if you hard 

drive is about to fail, and what to do about it! 
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