
 
 

What is hardware, what is software? 
 
A common problem for students is understanding what is happening when they save a document 
they have created with the computer. Knowing that the floppy disk is just a container for their work 
and that it is not a hard disk (hard drive) is important. The hard disk is an internally mounted disk in 
their computer. If a student wants to carry their file away from the computer, they must understand 
they need to insert a floppy disk to use and instruct the computer to save to the floppy disk. If they 
intend to leave their file on the computer they are using, they may instruct the computer to save the 
file to the hard disk. 
 

An excellent exercise to help dispel these misconceptions is to take a floppy disk apart. This will also 
increase their ability to distinguish between hardware and software. Have teachers or other school 
staff save bad disks for you. If you have enough disks, give one to each student. Use groups if 
needed or demonstrate only if you can't locate enough disks. 

 Examine the case first. The metal slide is present to protect the floppy disk when the disk is not 
being used. Move it to the side so you can see the floppy disk exposed in the read/write 
window. There is a small circular metal piece in the center of the disk visible from only one side 
of the case. The holes in this metal piece are used to center the disk to the read/write head 
and engage the chuck that spins the disk. Other small circular holes visible on only one side of 
the case increase the ability of the drive to position the disk correctly.  

 In one corner there is a plastic piece that slides up or down to open or close a hole that 
extends completely through the case. If the plastic is positioned to leave the hole open, the 
disk is protected. In this situation, the computer can read from the disk but not write to it.  

 You may or may not find a second hole through the plastic case. If there is one, the drive 
recognizes that the disk inserted is high-density and can contain more information than a 
double-density disk. No such hole is present if the disk is only double-density.  

 Before you can open the disk, you need to remove the metal slide. You will probably need to 
bend it to get it off. A small spring will fall out. This spring keeps the metal slide closed when 
the disk is not in use. As the floppy disk goes into the drive, the drive moves the metal slide to 
expose the floppy disk to the read/write head.  

 Once you have the metal slide removed, the hard plastic case can be pried open with a 
screwdriver. The small plastic piece-the file protect tab-used to write-protect (lock) the disk will 
fall from the case. Lift out the thin plastic floppy disk. This disk is made of Mylar, a very light 
plastic. The white material inside the disk case is used to remove dust and static from the 
disk's surface.  

 Regardless of how you have done the previous steps, give the students time to handle the 
parts of the disks. See if they can detect the part of the floppy disk that was damaged to the 
point it became unusable by the computer. Have them look for scratches, tears, and so on. 
Remind them that the platters in the internal hard drive are not thin and floppy like the one they 
can see but do store information in the same way.  

 


