
 

Dissecting a Computer 
 
Grade Levels:  4th – 8th

 
Time Requirement: Approximately 30 minutes to prepare and 90 minutes to 

complete. 
 
Objectives: 
 

The student will: 
• Learn that computers are made up of a collection of components that 

work together to perform complex functions 
 
Activity Summary: 
 

Students will take apart a computer and look at what is inside, labeling each part.  
 
New Mexico Standards: 
 
Science Strand III, Science and Society, Standard I, Benchmark I 
 
Materials: 
 

Old computers to dissect, enough space for each computer to be taken apart (4’x8’), 
several flathead and Phillips head screw drivers, flashlights, containers for small parts 
and screws, pliers, “key” to the insides of a computer with photos, names and 
descriptions of each part. 
 
Background Information: 
 

Though many of us use computers everyday – checking email, instant messaging, using 
the Web to conduct research, etc. –  many people have no idea what goes on inside.  
Early hobbyists put together the first commercially-successful personal computer  
–the Altair– from a kit consisting of hundreds of pieces.  Just like this early machine, 
today’s computers are composed of a collection of parts that work together.  
 
Important safety note: Power supplies and monitors may release electricity resulting in 
electrical shock.  Students should not open up monitors or power supplies in this 
activity.  It is recommended that adult volunteers be on hand to assist with the more 
technical aspects of dissecting a computer.  Additionally, students should be instructed 
to wash their hands following this activity. 
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Procedures: 
 

1. Prepare for this lesson by acquiring several old computers.  Ideally, 
there will be one computer for every two or three students.  Often, 
businesses (banks, offices, governmental agencies) discard old 
computers when they upgrade to newer systems.  Make sure that 
student groups: 

• are provided enough room to disassemble their computers  
• have a “key” or map of the inside of a computer 

 
2. As a class, discuss the procedures and goals for the activity.  

Remind students that they will be working in small groups, should 
take turns using the tools, and should proceed methodically and 
slowly through the process since they will be required to label each 
part as best they can.  Small parts should go into the plastic 
containers supplied.   

3. What’s inside?  In small groups, students disassemble a computer 
and see what is inside.  What are the major elements?  Can they 
find the microprocessor?  Can they find the RAM/memory?  
Categorize parts and discuss what you find.  Are students surprised 
by anything? 

4. Once the parts of the computer are laid out, students label each 
part.   

5. Regroup and review the activity.  Were students surprised by 
anything they found?  What was the experience like?    

 
Vocabulary: 
 

BIOS (Basic Input/Output System) Motherboard 

Chip Modem 

Microprocessor Power Supply 

Drive Bays Sound Card 

Case Fan Video Card 
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Extensions: 
 

1. Bring in a computer technologist or “fix it” person to talk as a 
guest speaker to the class.  How did s/he get into this line of work?  
What challenges does s/he often face when fixing computers?  

2. Take apart another common household appliance and see what is 
inside.  How does it work?  What parts does it use? 

 
Modifications: 
 

If you cannot get more than one computer to dissect, try dissecting it as a whole class. 
Let each student take a turn dismantling some hardware and using tools, talk about the 
process as you do it, label each part as you would have in small groups. 
 
Assessment: 

• Observation of students’ participation in class activity 
• Evaluation of students’ labeled computer parts 
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Dissecting a Computer – Worksheet  
 
Directions: 
Identify the numbered parts using the following vocabulary terms: 
  
Case Microprocessor 
CD-ROM Drive Motherboard 
Hard Disk Drive (HDD) Power Supply 
Expansion Board: 
Modem, Video Card, Sound Card  

Random Access Memory (RAM) 
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