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CAPTCHA 
 
What is CAPTCHA, and why do I have to type in those jumbled up letters? 
 
The term was coined in 2000 and stands for Completely Automated Public Turing test to tell 
Computers and Humans Apart and it is a human response test. 
 
CAPTCHAs were invented to prevent, or at least reduce, spam (the equivalent of junk mail).  The 
letters are a way to check if it is a human being registering or trying to comment, as opposed to a 
computer program attempting to spam the site, for purposes of commercial promotions, 
harassment, or vandalism.  They also help to protect webmail services against computer systems 
signing up for spam-sending email accounts.   
 
CAPTCHAs can also be used to prevent attacks on password systems. The computer is prevented 
from being able to auto-guess passwords by requiring it to solve a CAPTCHA after a certain number 
of unsuccessful logins. This is better than the classic approach of locking an account after a sequence 
of unsuccessful logins, since doing so allows an attacker to lock accounts at will. 
 
The most common type of CAPTCHA requires the user to type letters or numbers from a distorted 
image that appears on the screen. 
 

 
 
You might have found them pretty difficult to read, let alone a computer, but there is usually an 
option to request a different word or phrase, and sometimes an option to hear what is written.  The 
letters are case sensitive, so you must copy just what you see. 
 
The system is growing in use, and variations.  Some ask you to solve a simple mathematical problem. 
 

 
 
Others show a grid of random pictures and the user is asked to click on specific pictures – ‘click on 
the pictures of the house, the clock and the flower’.  A further variation is to ask a question such as 
‘what colour is the moon?’. 
 
As fast as companies work to create new forms of CAPTCHA, others are working to break the 
systems.  Whilst we might feel like supporting the latter, be assured that CAPTCHAs are not there 
just to annoy us, anything which helps to reduce the amount of spam has to be worth it. 
 
Our Open House sessions for the summer term are Wednesday 18th April from 1.30 to 3.30, and 
Friday 20th April from 10.00 to 12.00.  All welcome. 
 


