
The History of Computing 
Early mathematicians began developing computers hundreds of years ago but 
it is only in the last few decades that they have become such a key part of our 
lives.

The First Computers
Early computers were in fact people. The word ‘computer’ was first used in 
1613 to describe people who did very accurate calculations or ‘computations’. 
Hundreds of years before this, people used the abacus. An abacus is a frame 
with beads on to help count and perform quick calculations. The soroban, a 
type of abacus, is still used by children in Japan and other countries today.

In 1837, Charles Babbage designed the Analytical Engine. This machine used 
cards with punched holes to control a mechanical calculator. Some think he is 
the father of the computer. But it was actually a woman called Ada Lovelace 
who first understood that the machine could do more than just simple 
calculations.

Cryptology
During the Second World War, codebreakers made machines and programs 
to read messages sent in code by their enemies. In Britain, the very best 
mathematicians worked at Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire. The work done 
at Bletchley Park was top secret and remained so for thirty years after the 
war ended. 

It was here that Alan Turing developed a machine to 
read the German Enigma Code. He called it the Bombe. 
Over 200 Bombes were built and these could read 
thousands of messages every day. The secret information 
gained from these messages helped the British forces be 
more successful and shortened the length of the war.

Did You Know?
Ada Lovelace was the world’s first computer 
programmer. 
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Rapid Developments
The 1970s and 80s were a time of faster developments 
in computing. Microsoft and Apple were both started in 
the 1970s. Computer games such as Pong and Space 
Invaders first became available to the public. In 1975, 
Bill Gates dropped out of Harvard University to set 
up Microsoft. His Windows operating system was very 
successful and just over ten years later he became the 
world’s youngest billionaire at the age of only 31.  
In the 1980s, computers were still expensive and it 
was quite exciting to have a Commodore Amiga or ZX Spectrum at home. Tim 
Berners-Lee invented the World Wide Web in 1989. This meant that people 
were able to access and share huge amounts of information quickly. 
 
In 2012, a small single-board computer 
called the Raspberry Pi was released to bring 
programming to school children all over the 
world. Today, there are many free online 
programs such as Scratch which anyone 
can use to learn coding. It’s hard to imagine 
a time when we didn’t have all this at our 
fingertips! 

The History of Computing 

Did You Know?
Bletchley Park is now a codebreakers museum.

Did You Know?
The first email was sent in 1971.
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Questions
1.  When did computers begin to be a key part of our lives? Tick one.  

last year 

in 2001 

in the last few decades

2. When was the word computer first used and what did it mean?  

  

 

3.  Find and copy a word from the text that means a frame with beads used for calculating. 

 

 

4. Who was the world’s first computer programmer? Tick one. 

Bill Gates 

Ava Lovelace 

Time Berners-Lee 

5. Where did British codebreakers work in the Second World War? 

  

 

6. Name three developments in computing from the 1970s and 1980s. 

  

  

 

7. When was the world’s first email sent? Tick one.  

1975 

1987 

1971

8. What is a Raspberry Pi? 

  

 

The History of Computing
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Answers
1. Question 1 

Answer 1

2. Question 2 
Answer 2

3. Question 3 
Answer 3

4. Question 4 
Answer 4

5. Question 5 
Answer 5

6. Question 6 
Answer 6

7. Question 7 
Answer 7

8. Question 8 
Answer 8

9. Question 9 
Answer 9

10. Question 10 
Answer 10

Answers
1. When did computers begin to be a key part of our lives? Tick one.  

In the last few decades

2. When was the word computer first used and what did it mean? 
The word computer was first used in 1613 to describe people who did very accurate 
calculations.

3. Find and copy a word from the text that means a frame with beads used for calculating. 
abacus

4. Who was the world’s first computer programmer? Tick one. 
Ada Lovelace  

5. Where did British codebreakers work in the Second World War? 
British codebreakers worked in Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire during the Second 
World War.

6. Name three developments in computing from the 1970s and 1980s. 
Accept any three of the following: Microsoft, Apple, Pong, Space Invaders, Commodore 
Amiga, ZX Spectrum, the World Wide Web

7. When was the world’s first email sent? Tick one. 
1971 

8. What is a Raspberry Pi? 
A Raspberry Pi is a small single-board computer designed to bring programming to 
school children all over the world. 

The History of Computing
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Although we can barely imagine life without computers, they have only become 
such a key part of our lives relatively recently. Only fifty years ago, there were 
no home computers, tablets, smartphones or games consoles. However, early 
mathematicians began developing computers hundreds of years ago.

The First Computers
Early computers were in fact people. The word ‘computer’ was first used in 
1613 to describe people who did very accurate calculations or ‘computations’. 
Even before the word was used, the Babylonians used the abacus as a 
calculation tool. The abacus is a frame with beads which represent different 
numbers and can be used to perform extremely quick calculations. The 
soroban, a type of abacus, is still used by children in Japan and other 
countries today.

In 1837, Charles Babbage designed the Analytical Engine which used cards 
with punched holes to control a mechanical calculator. Some consider him 
to be the father of the computer even though it was actually a woman, Ada 
Lovelace, who first understood that the machine could use a sequence of 
instructions to perform a more complex sequence of calculations. 

Cryptology

During the Second World War, important mathematicians developed 
machines and programs to decode messages sent in code by their enemies. 
In Britain, these cryptologists (codebreakers) worked at Bletchley Park in 
Buckinghamshire and the government recruited the very best academics. The 
work done at Bletchley Park was top secret and details 
about the work done there were only released to the public 
in the 1970s, 30 years after the end of the war. 

Alan Turing developed the Bombe, a machine specifically 
designed to decode the German Enigma code. At its peak, 
the Bombe could decode 4000 messages every day and 
the information gained from these is believed to have 

The History of Computing 

Did You Know?
Ada Lovelace was the world’s first computer 
programmer nearly two hundred years ago. 
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significantly shortened the war. Although over 200 Bombes were built, they 
were all deconstructed after the war. 

Rapid Developments

The 1970s saw developments in computing gain pace. Microsoft and Apple 
were both founded in this decade. Some of the first widely available computer 
games, Pong and Space Invaders, were designed at the same time. In 1975, 
Bill Gates dropped out of Harvard University to set up Microsoft as he saw 
the importance of software in the development of computing. In just over ten 
years, the company was so successful with its Windows operating system that 
he became the world’s youngest billionaire at the age of only 31.  
 
Tim Berners-Lee invented the World Wide Web in 1989, which meant that 
people were able to access and share huge amounts of information quickly. 
There were many different companies producing hardware in the 80s and 90s, 
with computers such as the Commodore Amiga and ZX Spectrum competing 
for sales. Computers were still quite expensive and many homes simply 
couldn’t afford one. Today, things are much more affordable. The release of 
the Raspberry Pi, a small single-board computer, in 2012 (at a cost of only 
£35) introduced programming to school children all over the world. Now there 
are many free online programs, such as Scratch, which have brought coding 
to the masses. Almost every aspect of our lives involves computers, from 
emailing and reading to gaming and texting. It’s hard to imagine a time when 
we didn’t have all this at our fingertips even though it was less than half a 
century ago! 

The History of Computing 

Did You Know?
The first email was sent in 1971 and by 2015, it 
was estimated that over 205 billion emails were 
sent every day.

Did You Know?
Bletchley Park is now a codebreakers museum. In 
2007, a specially built Bombe was installed at the 
museum.
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Questions
1.  Name two technological developments in the last fifty years. 

1.   

2.  

2. When was the word computer first used and what did it mean?  

  

 

3. What is a soroban? 

 

 

4. Who was the world’s first computer programmer? Tick one. 

Bill Gates 

Ava Lovelace 

Time Berners-Lee 

5. Find and copy a word from the text that means the same as cryptologist and explain what 

they do. 

  

 

6.  6. When did the public first learn about the work done at Bletchley Park during the Second 

World War? Tick one.  

In the 1960’s 

At the end of the war 

In the 1970’s

7. Why were all the Bombes deconstructed after the war?  

  

  

 

The History of Computing
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The History of Computing

8. Which of these were created in the 1970s? Tick one.  

Microsoft, Space Invaders and Apple 

Microsoft, Apple and the World Wide Web 

Apple, the World Wide Web and the Raspberry Pi

9. Number these statements 1-5 to show the order they happened.  
One has been done for you.

Order

The Raspberry Pi is invented.

The first email is sent.

Ada Lovelace programs the Analytical 
Engine.

1

Microsoft is founded.

Alan Turing develops the Bombe.
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Answers
1. Question 1 

Answer 1

2. Question 2 
Answer 2

3. Question 3 
Answer 3

4. Question 4 
Answer 4

5. Question 5 
Answer 5

6. Question 6 
Answer 6

7. Question 7 
Answer 7

8. Question 8 
Answer 8

9. Question 9 
Answer 9

10. Question 10 
Answer 10

Answers
1. Name two technological developments in the last fifty years.  

Accept any two of the following: computers, laptops, smartphones, games consoles.

2. When was the word computer first used and what did it mean? 
The word computer was first used in 1613 to describe people who did very accurate 
calculations.

3. What is a soroban? 
A soroban is a type of abacus still used by children in Japan.

4. Who was the world’s first computer programmer? Tick one. 
Ada Lovelace  

5. 5. Find and copy a word from the text that means the same as cryptologist and explain 
what they do. 
Another word for cryptologist is codebreaker. A codebreaker deciphers messages sent in 
code.

6.  When did the public first learn about the work done at Bletchley Park during the Second 
World War? Tick one. 
in the 1970s

7.  Why were all the Bombes deconstructed after the war? 
The Bombes were deconstructed because the work done at Bletchley Park remained top 
secret and keeping the machines could have revealed the secret. 

8. Which of these were created in the 1970s? Tick one. 
Microsoft, Space Invaders and Apple

9. Number these statements 1-5 to show the order they happened. One has been done for you 

The History of Computing

Order

The Raspberry Pi is invented. 5

The first email is sent. 3

Ada Lovelace programs the Analytical 
Engine.

1

Microsoft is founded. 4

Alan Turing develops the Bombe. 2
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The History of Computing 
Laptops, smartphones, tablets, games consoles: these are all part of our  
day-to-day life. Have you ever wondered how and when they were invented? 
Although we can barely imagine the world without computers, it is only 
quite recently that they have become an integral part of our lives. However, 
mathematicians began to see the possibilities of computers hundreds of years 
ago.

The very first computers were actually human beings. The first recorded use 
of the word ‘computer’ was by Richard Braithwaite in 1613. In his book, 
he described a computer as a person who did very accurate calculations or 
‘computations’. Hundreds of years before that, in Babylon, the abacus was 
used as a calculation tool. A frame with beads to represent different numbers, 
the abacus was used to perform operations incredibly quickly. In countries 
such as Japan, children are still taught the art of the soroban, which is a type 
of abacus. 

In 1837, a scientist called Charles Babbage designed the 
Analytical Engine. This huge machine would use cards 
with a series of punched holes to control a mechanical 
calculator. Many people consider Babbage to be the 
father of the computer because of this design, although 
it only performed single calculations. A few years later, 
in 1843, his colleague, Ada Lovelace, wrote a sequence 
of calculations, called an algorithm, for the Analytical 
Engine to perform. It was Ada who first identified the 
true potential of the machine.

 
 
 
 

Did You Know?
Ada Lovelace was the world’s first computer 
programmer nearly two hundred years ago. 
Programmers today still write algorithms to instruct 
computers to perform different sequences of actions. 
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The History of Computing 

Cryptology
Things developed quite slowly until the middle of the twentieth century. The 
outbreak of the Second World War, in 1939, created a need for computers to 
be developed which could decipher messages sent in code. Bletchley Park in 
Buckinghamshire was established as a top secret codebreaking centre and the 
best mathematicians in Britain were employed there. It was here that Alan 
Turing designed and built the Bombe specifically to decipher the German Enigma 
code. At its peak, the Bombe could decipher over 4000 messages every day 
and the information gained from these is believed to have to have significantly 
shortened the war. Experts believe it could have 
continued for another two years were it not for 
the cryptologists (codebreakers) at Bletchley. 
S. So sensitive was the intelligence gained at 
Bletchley, that every one of the Bombes built (over 
200 of them) was deconstructed after the war. 
Detail about the work done at Bletchley remained 
classified until the 1970s, 30 years after the end 
of the war.

Rapid Developments  
 
After centuries of relatively slow progress, developments in computing began 
to gain pace in the 1970s. Some of the first widely available computer games, 
Pong and Space Invaders, were designed in this decade and PacMan was born in 
1980. Both Microsoft and Apple were founded in the 1970s. In 1975, Bill Gates 
dropped out of Harvard University to set up Microsoft, having identified the 
key role software would come to play in computing. In just over ten years, the 
company was so successful with its Windows operating system that he became 
the world’s youngest billionaire at the age of only 31.  
 

Did You Know
Bletchley Park is now a Codebreakers Museum. In 
1994, the British Computer society began a project 
to build a working replica Bombe. It took 13 years 
and was installed at Bletchley Park in 2007. 
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The History of Computing 

 
Apple took a little longer to become the market 
leader it is today but from 1997, when the 
company’s cofounder, Steve Jobs returned as CEO, 
its reputation quickly spread. The first iPod was 
released in 2001, followed by the iPhone in 2007 
and the iPad in 2010.  

The World Wide Web was invented in 1989. Whilst 
Tim Berners-Lee is credited with its invention, 
he says that most of the technology used, such 
as hypertext and the Internet, had already been 
invented and he just put them all together. As he 
worked at CERN (a Swiss research establishment) 
at the time, it was CERN that created the world’s 
first website in 1991. 

It took time for the universally compatible hardware and software that we have 
today to be developed. In the 80s, computers such as the Commodore Amiga and 
ZX Spectrum competed for sales and used completely different operating systems. 
Computers were still quite expensive and many homes simply couldn’t afford one. 
Today, hardware is much more affordable. The release of the Raspberry Pi, a small 
single-board computer, in 2012 (at a cost of only £35) introduced programming to 
school children all over the world. Now, there are many free online programs, such 
as Scratch, which have brought coding to the masses. Almost every aspect of our 
lives involves computers, from emailing and reading to gaming and texting. It’s 
hard to imagine a time when we didn’t have all this at our fingertips even though 
it was less than half a century ago! 

Did You Know
The first email was sent in 1971 and by 2015, it 
was estimated that over 205 billion emails were 
sent EVERY DAY!
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Questions
1.  Find and copy a phrase that tells us computers are an integral part of life. 

 

2.  Name two technological developments which didn’t exist in the 1950s.  

1.   

2.  

3.  Why is Charles Babbage sometimes known as the father of computing? 

 

 

4. Tick to show if the statements are true or false. 

 

 

 

 

 

5.  Why was the codebreaking work done at Bletchley Park so important in the Second World 

War?  

  

  

  

6. When did the public first learn about the work done at Bletchley Park during the Second 

World War? Tick one.  

In the 1960s 

At the end of the war 

In the 1970s 

The History of Computing

True False
School children in Japan use an abacus called a soroban.

Charles Babbage designed the Bombe.
An algorithm is a type of computer.
Bletchley Park was the home of Second World War codebreakers.
Microsoft was founded by Steve Jobs.
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The History of Computing

7. What are the advantages of universally compatible hardware and software? 

  

  

 

8. Which of these were created in the 1970s? Tick one. 

Microsoft, Space Invaders and Apple 

Microsoft, Apple and the World Wide Web 

Apple, the World Wide Web and the Raspberry Pi

9. Why is the development of affordable programming hardware and software important? 

  

 

10. Name three things we use computers for today. 

1.  

2.   

3.   
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Answers
1. Question 1 

Answer 1

2. Question 2 
Answer 2

3. Question 3 
Answer 3

4. Question 4 
Answer 4

5. Question 5 
Answer 5

6. Question 6 
Answer 6

7. Question 7 
Answer 7

8. Question 8 
Answer 8

9. Question 9 
Answer 9

10. Question 10 
Answer 10

Answers
1. Find and copy a phrase that tells us computers are an integral part of life.  

we can barely imagine the world without computers

2. Name two technological developments which didn’t exist in the 1950s. 
Accept any two of the following: laptops, smartphones, tablets, games consoles.

3.  Why is Charles Babbage sometimes known as the Father of Computing? 
Charles Babbage is sometimes known as the father of computing because he designed 
the first machine (the Analytical Engine), which could be programmed using an 
algorithm.

4. Tick the correct box related to each statement in the table: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Why was the codebreaking work done at Bletchley Park so important in the Second World 
War? 
The codebreaking work down at Bletchley Park was so important in the Second World 
War because experts believe that the intelligence gained through codebreaking helped 
to shorten the war by as much as two years.

6. When did the public first learn about the work done at Bletchley Park during the Second 
World War? Tick one. 
In the 1970s

7. What are the advantages of universally compatible hardware and software? 
Open question 

8. Which of these were created in the 1970s? Tick one. 
Microsoft, Space Invaders and Apple

9.  Why is the development of affordable programming hardware and software important? 
Open question

10. Name three things we use computers for today. 
Accept any two of the following: emailing, reading, gaming, texting, accessing the 
World Wide Web, programming.

The History of Computing

True False
School children in Japan use an abacus called a soroban. x

Charles Babbage designed the Bombe. x
An algorithm is a type of computer. x
Bletchley Park was the home of Second World War codebreakers. x
Microsoft was founded by Steve Jobs. x
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