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STORAGE DEVICES 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

• Describe different types of storage devices 

• Use technical vocabulary connected with disks and drives 

• Give advice about disks and drives, CD-ROMs and DVDs 

• Know the advantages and disadvantages of optical disks 

KEY TERMS 

• 3,5 inch diskette 

• Hard disk 

• Tape drive 

• Pocket sized drives 

• Microdrive 

• Floppy disk 

• Optical disks 

TECHNICAL DETAILS 

Floppy disks are so called because they consist of a flexible plastic material which has a magnetizable surface. 

The surface of a disk is divided into concentric circles or tracks, which are then divided into sectors. When you 

insert a blank disk into a disk drive, it must be formatted, before information can be recorded onto it. This 

means that magnetic areas are created for each track and sector, along with a catalogue or directory, which 

will record the specific location of files.  

When you save a file, the operating system moves the heads of the disk drive towards empty sectors, records 

the data and writes the entry for the directory. Later on, when you open that file, the operating system looks 

for its entry in the directory, moves the read/write heads to the correct sectors, and reads the file into the 

RAM area.  

Hard disks work in the same ways as floppies. But they have important advantages: they can hold much more 

data and spin at higher speed, so you can store and retrieve information much faster than with floppies. The 

speed at which a hard drive finds data is called access time. The average access time is measured in milliseconds 

(ms). Most hard drives have an access time of about 8 ms.  

You have to distinguish between access time and data transfer rate (the average speed required to transmit 

data from a disk system to the RAM, e.g. at 10 megabits per second. The transfer rate depends on the power 

of your PC. 

If you only use word-processing programs, you will need less storage capacity than if you use CAD, sound and 

animation programs. If you need an extra hard drive you should consider the type of mechanism. There are 

internal and external drives which are disks sealed into a drive unit, either within or attached to the computer.  

Another type of hard drive, known as removable, allows you to record data on cartridges, which can be 

removed and stored off-line for security purposes. Some systems allow you to back up your entire PC on one 

disk. 

Laptops use pocket-sized drives. Digital cameras and music players use microdrives with special cards. 

DAT Data tape drives are used for back-up purposes to store huge amounts of information. Slow access.  



 

Mag. Maria Peer 2 

OPTICAL DISKS AND DRIVES 

Optical disks can store information at much higher densities than magnetic disks. Thus, they are ideal for 

multimedia application where images, animation and sound occupy a lot of disk space. Besides they are not 

affected by magnetic fields; they are secure and stable, e.g. they can be transported through airport metal 

detectors without damaging the data. However, optical drives are slower than hard drives. CD-ROM drives 

have an access time of 150 to 200 ms.  

There are various types of optical drives: 

CD-ROM systems offer everything from shareware programs to dictionaries and encyclopedias, from 

multimedia databases to 3-D games. A lot of institutions have discovered that CD-Rom is the most economical 

way of sharing information. In fact, one CD-ROM disk (650 MB) can replace 300.000 pages of text (about 500 

floppies), which represents a lot of savings in distributing materials and corporate databases. CD-ROM 

technology has one disadvantage: you cannot write anything onto a CD-ROM disk. You can only read it, like a 

book. 

CD-recorders come in two different forms: CD-R and CD-RW. CD-R machines record on CD-R (write 

once) disks, allowing you to create and duplicate CDs. They are used to back up hard disks or to distribute and 

archive information.  CD-RW (rewritable) disks can be erased and re-used, just as you would do with a hard 

disk.  

The future of optical storage is called DVD (digital versatile disk). A DVD-ROM can hold 17 GB, about 25 

times and ordinary CD-ROM. For this reason, it can store a large amount of multimedia software and complete 

Hollywood movies in different languages. To avoid the limitation of ‘read-only’ devices, companies also produce 

DVD-R and DVD rewritable disks.  

 

EXERCISE  

Read these sentences and decide if they are true (T) or false (F). 

1. Hard drives are faster than floppy drives. 

2. Access time refers to the average time required for the recording heads to move and access data.  

3. Access time and data transfer rate mean the same. 

4. Hard disks use rigid rotating disks. 

5. A hard drive is about 20 times faster than a floppy disk drive. 

6. If you use multimedia applications you need the same storage capacity as required for word 

processors. 

7. Removable cartridges are not transportable.  

 

Read the text and match the terms on the left with the explanations on the right. 

1. backing store a. a catalogue of where each piece of data is 
stored and how to find it 

2. floppies b. recording heads 
3. disk drives c. secondary memory 
4. formatting d. diskettes 
5. directory e. initializing; setting tracks and sectors on 

magnetic discs 
6. read/write heads f. a device which spins disks and contains 

read/write heads 
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PROTECT YOUR DATA 

1. Protect your floppies against high temperatures. 

2. Check for viruses before opening files you receive from the Web or via e-mail. 

3. Keep back-ups (spare copies) of your data. 

4. Magnetic fields can damage the information on stored on disks. Don’t leave them near the telephone. 

5. Keep disks away from water and humidity. 

6. When handling CDs or DVDs, hold the disks around the edge.  

 

SUMMARY 

 

Summarize in the table the most relevant information. 
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Data tape drives 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Literature: Santiago Remacha Esteras: Infotech English for Computer Users. Cambridge University Press, 3rd Edition 


