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Main focus of activity: 

 To understand how the technological changes in electronics made computing accessible to the 

normal person and the impact of this on society as a whole 

Learning objectives: 

 To be able to understand what the advent of the transistor meant for computing 

 To understand the significance of the ARM processor in terms of mobility 

 To understand the units of measurement in processor speed, memory size and storage 
 

Links to curriculum aims:   

 Literacy: use discussion in order to learn; they should be able to elaborate and explain clearly 
their understanding and ideas. 

 Mathematics: can solve problems by applying their mathematics to a variety of routine and non-
routine problems with increasing sophistication, including breaking down problems into a series 
of simpler steps and persevering in seeking solutions.  

 History: understand historical concepts such as continuity and change, cause and consequence, 
similarity, difference and significance, and use them to make connections, draw contrasts, 
analyse trends, frame historically-valid questions and create their own structured accounts, 
including written narratives and analyses  
 

Activity outline: Discussion and background  

The development of large scale commercial and research computers: 

Watch a selection of the LGfL videos again, in chronological order:  

 from the Colossus from the 1940s 

  the WITCH from the 1950s  

 the Elliot 803 from the early 1960s 

 then the IBM from the mid 60s and the Elliot 903 from the late 60s.  

 ICL Mainframe from the late 1980s-early 1990s.  

Children take notes. Discuss what the children see as being similar between them all - basic function of 

the parts having not changed hugely (some kind of input, process, output). What have they noticed that 

has changed - size and programmability - why? Advent of newer technologies, especially the valve being 

replacing by smaller, more energy efficient transistors.  
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The development of personal computers: 

 Switch to look at the Acorn Computer LGfL films - what is the primary use of these machines (no 

longer business based - schools and individual use).  

 Watch the film on the ARM processor. Can they see why this was a pivotal moment in the 

change of computer development - coming from being used primarily by big business to 

streamline operations to being able to be packaged in smaller, more mobile devices – leading to 

personal use, gaming etc. 

 

Comparison of development rates: 

 Look back at the changes that took place in construction and function of computers between 

the 50 years from the Colossus of the 1940s to the ICL Mainframe of the early 1990s. Then look 

at the development in use and size change between the BBC Micro of the early 1980s to the 

modern day mobile device such as smart phone, iPad or PC. The ARM processor is the major 

reason for this. 

 

Possible Activities: 

 Activity 1: Comparison Maths - Research the size of weight, RAM, processor speed and storage (if it had 

any) of various computers from throughout the progress of computer development. Use these numbers 
to work out comparisons expressed in ratios, percentages, fractions or decimals. Present data in tabular 
form. 

  
 Activity 2: Create their own timeline of computer development using the videos they have seen. This 

could be done on paper or using presentation software and images of each computer found online. 
J2e.com or Microsoft Office Live could be used for this. Each image could be hyperlinked to either their 
own descriptions of the machine and the developments it showed or to existing web pages with 
descriptions depending on time available.  

 
Plenary: Look at as computers evolved to be more able to handle lots of data, so to did interface with 
machines. Look at changing face of Microsoft Windows OS – how Rise of the Graphical User Interface 
has made things easier to use with less computer language skills. Look at A3000 clip.  
 
Possible Extension/independent or homework learning activity: 
Possibility for extending in to more detail on the transistor – what exactly is it and how does it works. 

Lots of good web resources in transistors can be used for research. 

 

Give them an ‘Interesting Fact’: ‘The Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer (ENIAC), was 

developed in 1946. It took up 1,800 square feet and weighed 30 tonnes’.  Children to go home and 

measure the dimensions and if possible the weight of their own computer or mobile device. Work out 

how much bigger the ENIAC is compared to its modern day counterpart.  


