Buying a Laptop Computer - Advice from Chip 
You have been using your work computer and now do not have access to a computer because of the displacement.

First ask yourself -- Do you NEED a computer? Can you use the Library, Internet cafe, or workforce center computer, or one belonging to a friend? If the answer is Yes then stop reading now.

If you cannot get by without your own computer, then read further.
This article is written to guide you to optimize a purchase.

Here are the assumptions I am making regarding a work-hunting laptop
1. You do not currently have a computer.

2. You have a limited budget and wish to buy a functional but inexpensive computer.

3. You may or may not have web/internet access at home.

4. You will use the computer for job hunting, resume writing, and web/internet searches. (Not heavy duty gaming, web hosting, video production, or heavy photo or sound suite editing)

5. You want the portability of a laptop for multiple reasons described in the below content.

What do I need to spend?
A complete package will cost less than $1000.00 and will include the following: Computer, Software, Virus/Spyware protection, printer.
A 14 - 16 -inch laptop is still the most popular size, although 15-inch versions are the most common. Every PC maker makes standard mainstream laptops, and they generally have more similarities than differences.  For about $500 you can expect to find an Intel Core 2 Duo CPU, 2GB of RAM, a 160GB or larger hard drive, and a DVD burner.

****  By comparison the laptops used within NWA were Single core 1.8 GHz 80GB hard drives with 1-2GB RAM and only some had DVD burners. NWA paid over $700 for their laptops, and due to the benefits of tech improvements and cost reductions you can get a great computer for a low cost. ****

What to look for: 2GB to 4GB of RAM; 160GB or larger HDD; 14- to 16-inch display; DVD burning optical drive. This type of computer ($300 - 600) - yes you might find one meeting these specs for $299.95
The traditional 15-inch laptop, along with its newer 14- and 16-inch offshoots, make up this category. Although technically mobile products, most mainstream or midsize laptops tend to stay anchored to one location, these are not highly mobile computers designed for people who travel extensively. 
Less expensive mainstream laptops will have resolutions of 1,280x800 pixels, and this is very functional. Higher resolution screens may cost significantly more and are not required. 

Mainstream laptops will commonly have CPUs, from Intel or AMD, along with between 2GB and 4GB of RAM, 250GB or larger 5,400rpm hard drives, and internal DVD-burning optical drives. 

Try to avoid computers with Microsoft Vista. (included with computer)
Windows XP or Windows 7 are the preferred operating systems.

This category covers the widest ground in terms of price and features, starting at around $400 and going well past $1,000. (stay below $700 for the computer)

Optical drive - Mandatory (included with computer)

The optical drive is the internal (included) CD or DVD drive, Most laptops will be provided with a DVD RW drive. RW means read and write. This is an ideal way to back-up (protect) your valuable creations. BlueRay is not required for the computer we are discussing. A DVD drive will also read and write CDs. (you will NOT need a floppy drive)

Networking options - Mandatory (included with computer)
I highly recommend you get a computer with wireless built in. If the one you are looking at does not have it, it is too old. Virtually all include Ethernet (hard wired - RJ-45 - "big phone connector") Almost all notebooks also include built-in antennas for wireless networking so that you can access wireless hot spots (think Starbucks, Library, Hotel lobby, and McDonalds). Most Wi-Fi antennas use the 802.11g standard, but the faster 802.11n is becoming increasingly common. Note that you do not need 802.11n wireless. 

Laptop bag ($5 - 100)
A quality notebook carrying case is worth the extra money. It will protect your computer and make it easier to transport. Check out your local Thrift store for laptop bags. In the twin cities the Valu Thrift and Unique Thrift stores frequently have nice laptop bags for $5-15 and you will pay $45 - $60 in a computer store.
 

Extra battery - Not recommended
It sometimes helps to have an extra battery, but for most people the 2-4 hour battery life will be satisfactory for your use. Unless you really find you need a battery do not purchase this right away. You can always buy one later at no cost penalty. If you rarely travel with your notebook, however, and your laptop is pretty much always plugged in, don't bother with a second battery. 

 

External drives - Not recommended
Storage and media-burning options that hook up to your notebook via cable--can be a pain to carry around and hook up, plus they can be pricey. You're generally better off buying a notebook that has everything you need out of the box. Nevertheless, external drives are sometimes required. If, for instance, you buy an ultraportable that lacks a built-in CD-ROM drive, you might want an external drive for loading software or reading data discs. Types of external drives include DVD/CD-RW, DVD-rewritable, hard drives, and more. No matter what notebook you buy, we strongly urge you to invest in a thumb drive that plugs directly into your USB connector sans cable. Priced as low as $15 for 1GB of storage, these little drives are brilliant for transferring small amounts of data between notebooks or between notebooks and PCs, and they're much more convenient than burning data onto CD. 

Mouse and keyboard - Highly Recommended ($20 - 100)

Working for hours with just a pointing stick or a touch pad can take a toll on your hand, wrist, and forearm. To save yourself some wear and tear, invest in a mouse and keyboard. These can cost as little as $20, they hook up via USB, and they're very easy to tote. The same advice applies to typing for hours on your notebook's keyboard. If you plant your notebook on your desk when you work, hook up a USB keyboard and relieve your wrists. If you prefer working without wires, get a wireless mouse and keyboard. 
Memory stick/Thumb drive - Highly recommended ($9-20)
Buy a 4GB USB memory stick (sometimes called a thumb drive) this can be used to transfer files to someone else or to take to Kinkos or the UPS store for professional printing.

Printer - Optional based on your use ($75- 150)
Inkjet printers are inexpensive to purchase and have color but the ink cartridges are expensive to replace. I recommend an inexpensive Black and white laser printer if you need one you should be able to find one for $75 - 150. The toner will not dry out and per page cost is significantly less.

 

Software ($105 - 125)
Microsoft Office Home & Student Edition

Buy.com has it for $105 including shipping.

http://www.buy.com/prod/microsoft-office-2007-home-and-student-3-user-microsoft-office-2007/q/listingid/70552077/loc/105/202916534.html
 

Virus Protection (Free)
AVG - Very good FREE virus and spyware coverage

Keep following the free download links  http://free.avg.com/us-en/homepage
 

Where to buy the computer, other items, and some recommendations 
 

Local 

Micro Center http://www.microcenter.com/search/search_results.phtml?web_group=pc_notebooks
Best Buy http://www.bestbuy.com/site/Laptop-Computers/Everyday-Laptops/pcmcat196200050013.c?id=pcmcat196200050013
Wal-Mart   http://www.walmart.com/browse/Computers/Laptop-Computers/All-Laptop-Computers/_/N-3xtzZaq90Zaqce/Ne-2p4j
 

Mail order 

Amazon.com

Buy.com

Computercity.com

Dell.com

Newegg.com

Well known brands
Acer

Asus

Compaq

Dell

HP

Lenovo (IBM)

Toshiba

At home internet access: ($20 - 70 per month)
If you are close to a McDonalds, Starbucks or other location with free internet access you might want to avoid investing in internet access at your home. Costs can easily approach $70/mo; remember this is equal to your entire computer/software and printer purchase in a single year.

 

If you decide to elect an Internet Service Provider (ISP) there are several options. Be careful of introductory offers - some fees may increase or be tied to other services; also be aware of expensive startup or hardware fees.

 

Quest - http://www.qwest.com/residential/internet/broadbandlanding/?refCode=RES000002368
 Comcast - http://business.comcast.com/
 US Family internet - http://www.usfamily.net/cgi-bin/index.cgi
Free E-mail address 

Yahoo  - http://www.yahoo.com/
Google - http://www.google.com
Microsoft - http://www.hotmail.com/
Information was written by Chip Friedline, member of the Employee Management Committee.

