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 Lesson Notes
Supercomputers are one of the fastest and most 
expensive types of computers in the world. They 
can cost billions of Rands. Supercomputers 
are used in situations where large numbers of 
mathematical calculations need to take place in 
a short space of time. They are used for weather 
forecasting, nuclear energy research and even 
space exploration. In South Africa we can fi nd a 
supercomputer at the University of the Western 
Cape. This computer is used mainly to do 
research on HIV and for genetic mapping.

Mainframe computers are also huge in size and 
are used mainly for storage of large amounts 
of data and for processing at fast speeds. 
Mainframes can act as  central servers which 
store data that can be accessed by many users 
at the same time. In the past these types of 
computers were favoured by large businesses 
and corporations because they could continue 
working even when a technician was servicing 
the machine.  Mainframes are not popular 
anymore because they are expensive to buy and 
to maintain.

Mini-computers are generally about the size 
of a small fridge and are much cheaper than 
mainframes and supercomputers. Although 
they are signifi cantly smaller, they are powerful 
enough to perform tasks that could previously 
only be done by mainframes such as acting as 
a server. Mini-computers, or servers as they are 
commonly known, can be found in banks, retail 
stores, factories and scientifi c laboratories. 
Micro-computers are also called Personal 
Computers (PCs) or desktop computers. These 
computers are found in many homes, offi ces 
and schools around the world. Micro-computers 
are increasingly used by businesses instead 
of mainframes. When these computers are 
networked together in small clusters, they create 
an amazing processing powerhouse. 
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 Task
1. Name the four types of computers.
2.  Give examples of situations where 

each  type of computer would be 
best suited.

Types of Computers
Computers come in all sorts of shapes and sizes ranging from huge mainframe computers to 
cell phones. Although all computers have the same components they differ in shape, size and 
processing speed. It is for this reason that computers are classifi ed into different categories, namely, 
supercomputers, mainframes, mini-computers and micro-computers. 

 Lesson Outcomes
By the end of this lesson you should be able to:
• Identify four different types of computers;
• Describe situations where each type of 

computer would be used.
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• Identify and distinguish between computer 

types and associated software.
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