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field•eff ect transistor 

example, alphabetic, numeric, or financial) that can be 
placed in them. The facility for creating these specifica­
tions usually is contained in the data definition language 
(DDL). In relational database management systems, fields 
are called columns. 2. A space in an on-screen form where 
the user can enter a specific item of information. 

field-effect transistor 11. See FET. 

field expansion n. See date expansion. 

Field Programmable Gate Array n. See FPGA. 

field-programmable logic array n. An integrated circuit 
containing an array of logic circuits in which the con­
nections between the individual circuits, and thus the 
logic functions of the array, can be programmed after 
manufacture, typically at the time of installation in the 
field. Programming can be performed only once, typi­
cally by passing high current through fusible links on 
the chip. Acronym: FPLA. Also called: PLA, program­
mable logic array. 

field separator 11. Any character that separates one field of 
data from another. See also delimiter, field (definition I). 

FIFO n. See first in, first out. 

fifth-generation computer 11. See computer. 

fifth normal form 11. See normal form {definition 1 ). 

file 11. A complete, named collection of information, such 
as a program, a set of data used by a program, or a user­
created document. A file is the basic unit of storage that 
enables a computer to distinguish one set of information 
from another. A file is the "glue" that binds a conglomera­
tion of instructions, numbers, words, or images into a 
coherent unit that a user can retrieve, change, delete, save, 
or send to an output device. 

file allocation table n. A table or list maintained by 
some operating systems to manage disk space used for file 
storage. Files on a disk are stored, as space allows, in 
fixed-size groups of bytes (characters) rather than from 
beginning to end as contiguous strings of text or numbers. 
A single file can thus be scattered in pieces over many 
separate storage areas. A file allocation table maps avail­
able disk storage space so that it can mark flawed seg­
ments that should not be used and can find and link the 
pieces of a file. In MS-DOS, the file allocation table is 
commonly known as the FAT. See also FAT file system. 

file attribute n. A restrictive label attached to a file that 
describes and; regulates its use-for example, hidden, sys-
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tern, read-only, archive, and so forth. In MS-DOS, this 
information is stored as part of the file's directory entry. 

file backup n. See backup. 

file compression n. The process of reducing the size of a 
file for transmission or storage. See also data compression. 

file control block 11. A small block of memory tempo­
rarily assigned by a computer's operating system to hold 
information about an opened file. A file control block typ­
ically contains such information as the file's identification, 
its location on a disk, and a pointer that marks the user's 
current (or last) position in the file. Acronym: FCB. 

file conversion n. The process of transforming the data in 
a file from one format to another without altering the 
data-for example, converting a file from a word proces­
sor's format to its ASCII equivalent. In some cases, infor­
mation about the data, such as formatting, may be lost. 
Another, more detailed, type of file conversion involves 
changing character coding from one standard to another, 
as in converting EBCDIC characters (which are used pri­
marily with mainframe computers) to ASCII characters. 
See also ASCII, EBCDlC. 

file extension n. See extension (definition I). 

file extent 11. See extent. 

file format 11. The structure of a file that defines the way 
it is stored and laid out on the screen or in print. The for­
mat can be fairly simple and common, as are files stored 
as "plain" ASCII text, or it can be quite complex and 
include various types of control instructions and codes 
used by programs, printers, and other devices. Examples 
include RTF (Rich Text Format), DCA (Document Con­
tent Architecture), PICT, DIF (Data Interchange Format), 
DXF (Data Exchange File), TIFF (Tagged Image File For­
mat), and EPSF (Encapsulated Postscript Format). 

file fragmentation 11. 1. The breaking apart of files as 
they are stored by the operating system into small, sepa­
rate segments on disk. The condition is a natural conse­
quence of enlarging files and saving them on a crowded 
disk that no longer contains contiguous blocks of free 
space large enough to hold them. File fragmentation is not 
an integrity problem, although it can eventually slow read 
and write access times if the disk is very full and storage is 
badly fragmented. Software products are available for 
redistributing (optimizing) file storage to reduce fragmen­
tation. 2. In a database, a situation in which records are not 
stored in their optimal access sequence because of accu­
mulated additions and deletions of records. Most database 
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