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A QUESTION OF MEMORY 
 
One of the best recommendations I 
often make is increasing the amount of 
memory (RAM) in a slow computer.  
This often results in a remarkable 
increase in the speed of a computer.  
Also, it’s a relatively cheap fix. 
 
But it doesn’t always make a 
difference.  Why?  Think of memory 
as a freeway.  If you have too much 
traffic for the number of lanes (size of 
the freeway) then traffic slows down, 
sometimes almost to a standstill.  This 
is what happens to your computer if 
you don’t have enough RAM. 
 
If you increase the size of the freeway 
by adding more lanes, then traffic 
flows smoothly.  But if you add more 
lanes than is needed for a free flow of 
traffic, there is no additional gain. 
 
Why does a computer with insufficient 
RAM slow down?  It’s because 
Windows has built in a feature called 
paging that uses the hard drive to 
simulate electronic memory so that 
Windows can continue to operate if it 
needs more RAM than your computer 
has.  With data access times around 10 
milliseconds (thousandths of a second) 
for a hard drive compared to 
nanoseconds (billionths of a second) 
for RAM, hard drives are about a 
million times slower to access any 
information.  It’s not quite that simple, 
but that’s the general idea. 
 
How much memory you need depends 
on which version of Windows you are 
using, what programs you are using 
(how much RAM each one uses), and 
how many programs you have open at 
the same time.  As a general rule, if all 
you do is some word processing, 
internet surfing, and email, and are 

using Windows XP, then 256MB of 
RAM is sufficient.  For the average 
computer user, who does more than 
just the above, then I recommend at 
least 512MB of RAM, and possibly 
more – again depending on how you 
use your computer. 
 
Here’s how to determine if your 
Windows XP or 2000 computer has 
enough RAM.  Windows 98/Me 
computers won’t be discussed at this 
time. 
 
Think about what programs you 
usually have open at the same time 
and then start all of them up.  Then 
open up a data file for each program 
(such as document in Word, or your 
Quicken account, etc). 
 
Now press <Ctrl+Alt+Del> to bring 
up the Task Manager.  You can also 
right-click on the Taskbar at the 
bottom of the screen and then click on 
Task Manager on the popup menu. 
 
Click the Performance tab.  Here’s 
what to look at: 
 
In the Physical Memory section, look 
at Total.  This is the total amount of 
RAM in your computer. 
 
In the Physical Memory section, look 
at Available.  This is the total amount 
of RAM that Windows sets aside for 
future use. 
 
In the Commit Charge section, look 
at Total.  This is the total amount of 
memory your computer is actually 
using at this time.  It includes both 
actual RAM and the amount of RAM 
paged onto the hard drive (called 
Virtual Memory).   
 
To determine if your computer would 
benefit from additional RAM, do the 
following: 
 
1. Subtract the Available Physical 

Memory from the Total Physical 
Memory to determine how much 
RAM is actually available for use. 

 
2. If the Total Commit Charge 

exceeds the actual RAM available 
in your computer, you need to add 
more memory (RAM) to your 
computer. 

 
How much does memory cost?  
Generally, prices for memory modules 
are as follows: 
 
256MB - $40 
512MB - $70 
1GB (1024MB) = $110 
 
These prices are very approximate, as 
I have seen 1GB of memory on sale 
for under $80.  Also, it depends upon 
the age of your computer.  Memory 
for computers more than about 3-4 
years old can be somewhat more 
expensive. 
 
Installation if memory takes about 5-
10 minutes, depending upon how 
difficult it is to disconnect cables and 
open up the computer. 
 
Note that different motherboards takes 
different types of memory modules.  
Also, motherboards may or may not 
have additional slots available, which 
will determine whether you can just 
add more modules or must replace the 
modules already in the computer.  If 
you think you need more RAM in 
your computer, see your PC tech to 
determine what type and size of 
modules are needed. 
 
 

DANCING THE  
FAST-USER-SWITCH 

QUICKSTEP 
 
If you have Windows XP and 2 or 
more user accounts, the chances are 
good that Fast User Switching is also 
turned on.  Is this good?  
Maybe…maybe not. 
 
With more than one user account on a 
computer, each has a separate My 
Documents folder, different E-mail 
account, and so forth.  To get from 



one user account to the other, you 
must log off of the current profile and 
then log on to the other profile.  
Logging off closes out all running 
programs in order to clear memory for 
the other user.  It is, however, almost 
as slow as just restarting the computer.   
 
With Windows XP, Fast User 
Switching was introduced.  Fast User 
Switching allows keeps the current 
user in memory, making the switch 
between users much faster.  
Unfortunately, it also significantly 
increases the amount of memory 
(RAM) used by the computer.  If the 
computer does not have enough RAM 
to handle both users, it will noticeably 
slow down.   
 
For example, if your computer has 
512MB of RAM, it should be 
adequate for a single user.  Let’s say 
that when you change users with Fast 
User Switching, you are using 400MB 
of your 512MB of RAM on the 
computer.  If you switch users fast 
then your computer will only have 
about 112MB of RAM available for 
the second user, which will probably 
mean that there isn’t enough RAM, 
causing the computer to use the hard 
drive as virtual memory (called 
paging) and significantly slowing the 
computer. 
 
Often users have more than one user 
account even though only one user 
account is ever used.  The result is that 
Fast User Switching will be turned on 
and memory will be wasted.  What are 
your options? 
 
1. If you often login to Windows 

with more than one user account , 
Fast User Switching may be right 
for you.  To use Fast User 
Switching, I recommend at least 
1GB of RAM. 

 
2. If you use more than one of the 

user accounts but the time needed 
to log off and then log on is not of 
consequence, then disable Fast 
User Switching and just Log Off 
and then Log On as the other user. 

 
3. If you normally log in to the 

computer with only one user 
account, then disable Fast User 
Switching. 

 

Fast User Switching can be turned on 
and off by clicking on START, and 
then CONTROL PANEL, double-
click on User Accounts, and then click 
on Change the way users log on and 
off; then either check or uncheck Fast 
User Switching as you prefer. 
 
 

GOOD LINKS 
 
The following are some good links 
that I’ve come across which may be of 
interest to you. 
 
http://www.annoyances.org/ 
Annoyances is a website that lists an 
incredible number of little and big 
annoyances about computers, and 
ways to cure or avoid these pains. 
 
http://www.processlibrary.com/ 
If you have ever looked at the Process 
tab in Windows Task Manager (XP 
and 2000 only) and wondered what all 
of these processes are, then wonder no 
more -  Process Library tells all. 
 
http://www.bookfinder.com/  
Find out if those old books of yours 
have any value.  About a year ago I 
found out that one of the hardcover 
books, that I hadn’t read in 30 years or 
more, was worth about $600, which is 
about what I then sold it for on ebay. 
 
http://www.searchsystems.net/ 
A free public records search website.  
I’ve never used it, but one of my 
clients loves it.  If you try it, let me 
know what you think of it. 
 
http://www.m-w.com/dictionary.htm 
Miriam Webster online dictionary 
 
http://pcworld.jiwire.com/  
You can type in an address and find 
the location of nearby WiFi hot-spots.  
Great when you’re traveling, or just 
out of the house, and want to get on 
the internet with your wireless-
equipped notebook.. 
 
http://test.lvcm.com/  
Have you ever wondered how fast 
your internet connection is?  I 
frequently access this east-to-use 
website to check connection speeds. 
 
http://www.octa.net/ 
http://www.metrolinktrains.com/ 
http://www.amtrak.com/  

Orange County Transit, Metrolink, 
and Amtrak schedules and info. 
 
http://www.wpuniverse.com/  
For all you die-hard WordPerfect 
users out there, WordPerfect 
Universe is a great site.  If I didn’t 
have to always keep up to date in MS 
Word, I’d still be using WordPerfect 
as my main word processing program. 
 
 

EXCUSE ME, BUT DO YOU 
HAVE THE CORRECT TIME? 

 
How would you like to set your 
computer to the exact time - really 
exact-to-the-second time.  If you have 
Windows XP, you can do this, and it 
might already be done for you. 
 
Double-click on the time display at the 
far right of the taskbar to bring up the 
Date and Time Properties screen.  
Alternately, double-click on Date and 
Time in the Windows XP Control 
Panel. 
 
Click on the Internet Time tab and 
make sure that there is a checkmark 
beside Automatically synchronize 
with an Internet time server.  Then 
click the Update Now button.  If you 
don’t get an error message, then your 
Windows XP is already synchronizing 
with the Atomic Clock at the National 
Institute of Science and Technology 
(NIST).  If you get an error message, 
then click on the (time) server drop-
down box and select another time 
server.  I find that the default 
time.windows.com often displays 
error messages and does not always 
synch.  Change to time.nist.com, 
which I find to be much more reliable. 
 
 
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. 


