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Watching TV on a PC was once considered a silly thing to do. The puny 14- or 15-inch monitors that then shipped with PCs were not cool for couch potatoes to watch Dana Scully chase the baddies in the X-files.

But now if you have a 17-inch or larger CRT (cathode ray tube) monitor, or better yet, a spiffy LCD (liquid crystal display) flat-screen, you should consider buying a TV tuner card instead of a new television set - it helps you save space and sometimes even lets you record your favourite programmes onto your PC's hard disk .

Here's how to set up your PC for television.

Step 1: Choosing a TV card

There are a number of vendors in the market, such as Hauppauge, Pinnacle, Leadtek, and ATI, which integrate a TV tuner in their All-in-Wonder range of graphics cards (see box story).

Prices can range from just under $100 to about $400 for a high-end card with recording functions. Most cards are used internally to plug into the PCI (peripheral component interconnect) slot, but there are some, like the Hauppauge WinTV USB, which plug into your notebook's or PC's USB (universal serial bus) port.

Here, I've chosen a WinTV PVR250 card. You'll see that, like many other TV cards, it has a protruding connector at the back to hook up a TV cable.

Step 2: Installing the card

Like most internal cards, the WinTV PVR250 requires an empty PCI slot on your PC (the white slots in the picture). Power off your PC, ground yourself before touching anything electronic and then insert the TV card into an empty PCI slot.

Step 3: Plug in the cable

If you have a wall socket, pull your TV cable towards your PC and plug it in at the back of the TV card. It's the same if you use the antenna - plug the reception cable into the TV card, as you would a TV set.

Step 4: Remote control

Some TV cards come with a remote controller. Make sure you take the remote control cable and plug it to the right connection at back of the card. Then place the receiver at the front of the PC, where it can be reached by the controller.

Some TV cards may come with a sound output cable as well. If so, you'll have to connect the cable from the TV card's sound output connector to your soundcard's "line in" connector.

Step 5: Watch TV

The next step is to boot up your PC and install the driver software for the card. Windows should detect the new TV card in the system and prompt you to insert the driver CD, after which you can follow the on-screen prompts.

Once installed, the software should allow you to scan for TV channels, just like you do on a TV set. I suggest you go for the auto-scan option.

If you can't receive a particular channel, check out the technical support sections on your card manufacturer's website.

Hauppauge's Singapore website (www.haupauge.com.sg/support/sgtuning.htm), for example, has instructions on how to tune in to MediaWorks' channels.

Tune in to other TV cards

Hercules 3D Prophet All-in-Wonder 8500 DV

Based on ATI's All-in-Wonder architecture, Hercules' offering integrates a TV tuner onto a 3D graphics and video-editing card. Everything but the kitchen sink is in here, including different kinds of audio and video in/output ports for digital video capturing. It is also a speedy card for 3D games, thanks to its powerful ATI Radeon 8500 engine.

Hauppauge WinTV USB

If you don't like to open up the PC chassis, you should opt for a USB TV card, like the WinTV USB. This little box plugs into your notebook's or desktop PC's USB port and is installed without fuss. But there's no remote controller for this basic model.

Pinnacle PCTV Pro

Known more for its video-editing cards, Pinnacle also makes TV tuner cards. The PCTV Pro lets you record TV programmes and organise them for later viewing. The versatile card includes an internal audio-in connector, as well as S-Video and Composite Video adapters. TV buffs might also be interested in the bundled remote controller.
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