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MEMORY, PROGRAMS 
AND PERFORMANCE: 

A BALANCING ACT 
 
• Why is my computer so slow? 
• Do I need more memory? 
• Should I install a tune-up program? 
 
These are questions I frequently hear 
and usually they reflect a lack of 
information about how computers 
work.  I will try to explain, in basic 
terms, (1) why computers slow down 
over time and (2) what you can do 
about it. 
 
First, an explanation of some terms: 
 
Memory (RAM) is like the top of the 
desk at your home or business.  It is 
where you put what you are working 
on.  If you are efficient, you don’t use 
the top of your desk for storage – you 
use drawers, file cabinets, and the 
garage for that. 
 
Programs and applications are the 
same thing.  What used to be called 
programs are now called applications, 
but the words can be used 
interchangeably.  Just as laptops are 
now called notebooks, if you use the 
word laptop, people know what you 
are talking about. 
 
CPU is an acronym for central 
processing unit.  This is like the 
person sitting at your desk doing the 
work.  Newer computers may have 
several CPUs (called cores) on a 
single chip – like having more than 
one person working at the same desk.  
This is what is meant when you see 
the term dual-core or quad-core.  
There are even eight-core processors.  

The terms CPU and processor are 
pretty interchangeable. 
 
Now how do these components fit 
together and how does that fit affect 
performance.  I’ll use the desk 
metaphor for the following examples. 
 
You buy a desk that is 3 ft. wide.  As 
you don’t have a lot to do right now, 
the desk is sufficient for your needs at 
this time. 
 
Over time, you get more interests or 
work and have more to do, so your 
desk top starts filling up.  At some 
time it gets so stacked up that you just 
can’t work.  
 
So you decide that you will take what 
you aren’t immediately using off of 
your desktop and put it in the garage.  
The running back and forth slows you 
down but at least you can work.  On a 
computer, this is called paging and it 
means taking files out of the 
computer’s memory and temporarily 
storing them on the hard drive 
(garage). 
 
This isn’t really very good, but at least 
you can work – albeit slowly.  But you 
do have some options: 
 
• Get a larger desk so that you can 

keep more there and don’t have to 
keep running back and forth to the 
garage.  This works while you can 
still reach what is on the desktop 
while sitting in your chair, but 
getting up to reach something 
beyond your immediate reach 
does slow you down somewhat. 
 

• Get someone to work at your desk 
who works faster than you can.  
On a computer, this is getting a 
faster processor. 
 

• Get 2 or 4 people to work for you.  
More people working, and 
preferably more people working 
faster, is better. 

 
Now let’s look at your computer. 

 
The computer is new and has enough 
memory to operate at a reasonable 
speed.  All is well in computerland. 
 
Over time, you start adding 
applications to your computer.  This 
shouldn’t slow down your 
computer…except that some of these 
applications run little utilities 
(applets) in the background and which 
automatically start (and load into 
memory) as autostarts.  This takes up 
memory (more stuff taking up space 
on your desk) and processor time 
(people keep calling, or the kids are 
asking questions). 
 
Now you have some tough decisions 
to make.  Do you really need all of 
those applets running in the 
background?  Will more memory 
help?  What if I uninstall some 
applications?  What about a tune-up 
program? 
 
I’m currently working on a computer 
that has Windows XP and 4GB of 
memory.  Since Windows XP really 
only needs512MB to run a few 
applications well, although 1GB 
would be better, 4GB is plenty of 
memory.  It is also the maximum 
amount of memory that a Windows 
XP will accept.  So more memory will 
not help. 
 
At startup, 1130MB (1.1GB) of 
memory is committed (in use).  Any 
time that the committed memory just 
after Windows XP starts is over 
500MB or so, there are too many 
autostarts.  Does this client really need 
to have Yahoo! Messenger, Google 
drivesync, and a slew of other utilities 
running on the computer all of the 
time?  My assessment of the computer 
is that most of the applications are 
useful and the client probably doesn’t 
really want to stop running them, 
which means that I can’t reduce the 
autostarts enough to make a 
difference, so the only option is a 
newer, faster, multi-core computer.   
 



At the other end of the spectrum are 
Windows XP computers running 
512MB of memory and not all that 
many autostarts.  The computer is 
running very slowly.  Doubling the 
memory to 1GB makes a startling and 
very noticeable improvement in the 
performance of the computer. 
 
I used Windows XP on both of the 
above examples to compares oranges 
and oranges.  Windows Vista and 
Windows 7 both require a minimum 
of 2GB of memory to run decently, 
and 4GB is even better.  Since most 
Windows 7 computers have the 64-bit 
version, they are not limited to 4GB of 
memory, and most can accept up to 
16GB of memory. 
 
So as you can see, computer 
performance is a balancing act 
between the capabilities (processor 
speed, memory and number of cores) 
of the computer and what you want to 
do with the computer. 
 
The bottom line is that if your 
computer is operating noticeably 
slower than when you first purchased 
it, increasing memory and reducing 
autostarts will frequently make a 
difference.  If not, then a newer 
computer, more suitable to your 
current usage, is needed. 
 

 
THE eBOOK RIPOFF 

 
I’ve been interested in getting an 
eBook reader for some time, such as a 
Kindle or Nook.  eBooks can also be 
read on an Android or Apple tablet.  
So when I recently purchased a tablet, 
I started looking around for eBooks. 
 
There are many eBooks available, and 
they generally fall into 3 categories: 
 
• Free eBooks are mostly Public 

Domain books whose copyright 
has expired.  The Gutenberg 
Project has digitized millions of 
books into eBooks. 
 

• Public Libraries have a selection 
of eBooks, and many are current 
publications.  Unfortunately, the 
eBook catalogs of public libraries 
are not very large (yet). 
 

• Buy the book from Amazon, 
Barnes & Noble, or a large number 
of eBook vendors. 

 
The rip-off is with purchased eBooks.  
Unlike hardcopy books which, after 
reading, you can sell, donate (and 
write off the deduction) or just give to 
a friend, you cannot get rid of an 
eBook.  So you accumulate eBooks 
and can’t do anything with them 
except read them again…you can’t 
even put them on bookshelves to look 
nice. 
 
Amazon.com does a large business in 
used books, probably because there 
isn’t anything a publisher can do to 
keep someone from selling the book 
or giving it away, but they can with 
eBooks.  Look on the internet for used 
eBooks – there are none. 
 
I find this a pretty dismal state of 
affairs and will refrain from 
purchasing an eBook (at about the 
same price as a softcover copy of the 
same book) until the vendors modify 
the DRM (Digital Rights 
Management) to allow me to pass the 
book on to someone else, and do so 
regardless of whether or not I sell the 
book or give it away. 
 
There may be ways to transfer some 
eBooks to different computers, tablets, 
and eBook readers.  Here are two 
interesting links, although I haven’t 
tried the methods and can’t vouch for 
them. 
 
http://www.ehow.com/how_5943878_
transfer-ebooks-another-
computer.html 
 
http://www.deliveredonline.com/pages
/ebookhelp.htm 
 
Guess what?  It’s not only eBooks.  
Publishers of commercial movie 
DVDs and other media also restrict 
your rights in this regard, although 
you can at least pass on a physical 
DVD to someone else. 
 
This may change in the future.  The 
following is copied from an article at 
http://www.snspost.com/are-used-
ebooks-music-in-our-future/ dated 
7/5/12:  “the Court of Justice of the 
European Union (CJEU), the EU’s 
equivalent of the U.S. Supreme Court, 

has ruled against Oracle in a software 
copyright case.  Specifically, the 
CJEU ruled that “Where the copyright 
holder makes available to his 
customer a copy—tangible or 
intangible—and at the same time 
concludes, in return [for] payment of 
a fee, a license agreement granting the 
customer the right to use that copy for 
an unlimited period, that rightholder 
sells the copy to the customer and thus 
exhausts his exclusive distribution 
right.” In short, you can and buy sell 
downloaded used software in the 
EU… and that suggests that you might 
be able to resell used e-books, digital 
music, and video as well.” 
 

 
CPR ON A DEAD iPOD 

 
My iPod Classic died.  No lights, no 
sound, nada.  I was about to spring 
$300+ for a new iPod when I came 
across an article about fixing dead 
iPods.  The first method is rebooting, 
just as you would a computer, which 
is what an iPod is.  I tried rebooting by 
holding down the Menu and Select 
(center button) for about 10 seconds, 
and voila!...the iPod lit up and worked 
again.  I don’t know the reboot 
method for an iPod touch, but there 
probably is one.  Here is the website 
where I found the info:  
http://techcrunch.com/2007/03/05/cru
nchgear-how-to-fix-an-ipod-that-
wont-boot/ 
 
 
This newsletter is a service to clients of Coastal 
Computer Care.  Please remember us when you 
need professional computer support or tutoring.  
If you are not currently a client but wish to 
receive this free newsletter, send me a request 
via email and I’ll be happy add you to the 
distribution list 
 
Disclaimer:  Coastal Computer Care presents 
information in this newsletter as a courtesy.  
The recommendations are made in good faith 
and are believed to be reliable and safe. CCC 
cannot, however, foresee every possibility and 
assumes no responsibility for any problems that 
may be encountered as a consequence of the 
recommendations.  Always backup your 
computer and make sure that System Restore is 
set to On. 


