ETE 595 Basic Troubleshooting

How to avoid problems.

General rules

Buy from a reputable source. (Consider warranties if they include on-site service)

Keep all manuals and documentation

Don’t panic – patience and common sense can often lead your through typical problems.
Daily prevention

Use a quality surge protector (not a cheap power bar)

Do not move your desktop computer while it is running.

Always shut-down from the menu (Windows and Man) – many problems are inititiate by not turning off the computer properly.

Run anti-virus programs frequently – constantly if in a lab

General Prevention

Never open up the power supply – danger and warranty

Keep vent holes clear so computer and monitor won’t overheat.

Buy more RAM & ROM as increased memory tends to reduce the number of potential problems.

Hard drive 75% full then it is time to throw things out. Consider adding another drive or add a larger drive.  It can cost anywhere from $100 – 500 to recover data from a hard drive.  

Back up your files – as often as you can so you don’t lose work if a disk crashes or is stolen.

Make files easier to find. Create three folders 1) for all applications (Only what the program installs goes in this folder) 2) a documents folder. 3) a systems folder (only system related folders go in here)

Only have one system folder on your machine.

Learn about your system preferences (at a time – summer when your equipment is more likely to be idle)

Purchase a utilities program such as Norton Utilities to work on your system – especially useful for optimizing (defragmenting hard drives) Windows - run scan disk utility.

Other Maintenance

Can I clean the outside of my computer? Make sure it is off, use a soft damp cloth. If removing ink use soft scrub on outer case only.  To prevent dust build up on the monitor I use a no-static dryer cloth that I have already run through a cycle in the dryer.  You can vacuum a keyboard but should use a blinds brush or dust buster.  A q-tip dampened with isopropyl alcohol can be used between rows but care should be taken to insure the q-tip is damp not wet and that the equipment is disconnected.

Can I clean the inside of my computer? Disconnect the computer, ground yourself to avoid a static charge (touch metal, power supply) then remove the outer shell, clean the vents, and Remove dust from fan. Some experts say it is okay to vacuum the inside of a computer but that you should have a special vacuum designed for this purpose which most of us will not have. Three other options work – A. not recommended by me –use a high quality long hair (1 inch or longer) paint brush an brush the dust away from circuits. B. buy an air can and gently blow the dust away – expensive over time and C. buy a camera lens brush / blower gently blow the dust away.  (Prevention is the key – keep the computer away from dust sources (chalkboards)

How do I clean a mouse? Disconnect – q-tip dampened with isopropyl alcohol.

Things to Avoid

Never plug or unplug anything when your computer is on (the exceptions being USB devices and Firewire devices that were designed for this purpose)

The latest version of a program doesn’t necessarily mean that it is bug free – vendors release buggy software and let the user report errors that they subsequently correct and update. The cutting edge is also the bleeding edge.

Viruses are a reality – be careful what you download, be wary (Windows) of any exe file attached to an unknown source email – if it sounds to good to be true it is.

Software Updates

More and more programs have internet generated updates – good idea unless your machine has memory problems – creates potential problems in labs because of a lack of control on what gets updated without your control.

Both Windows and Macs have gotten much better regarding freeze ups but they do occur so if you plan on using freeware, shareware or updated software with students it is worth running the software multiple times first to insure problems don’t exist.

How often should I reinstall system software?  I tend to let sleeping dogs lie (that is why I back up my files often.) If everything is working properly I wait. (Others who enjoy playing with technology reinstall with  every update) There is no single correct answer but the message is make sure you have backups of all your work?

Hardware Updates

Enough has changed in the past 5 years that recommend switching from SCSI devices (external drives) to USB and firewire devices. SCSI have a variety of problems usually associated with the cables, chained devices, data rates and incompatibility with newer software.  So if someone offers you a free SCSI hardrive and you are not technically inclined (Just say no)

Once the problem occurs

Asking the right questions.

What is wrong? Bad – the computer doesn’t work Better – when I click on Explorer the machine freezes.

When did this start happening? Is this a new problem or has it been going on for months, weeks, days, etc

What did you change before this problem began. (change it back)

Example - After I downloaded a plug-in, after I updated explorer, after I changed preferences.
Locked up machine

Ctrl-Alt Delete twice -Windows

Open Apple Ctrl Esc - Macintosh
Computer doesn’t work - the obvious.

Check all connections. (keyboard, mouse, monitor, cables, power cord, surge protector, outlet, etc.)

Computer sounds like it is on but no picture on monitor – check brightness settings. Still doesn’t work - connect another monitor to check.

My machine is frozen (see locked machine above)  Worst case turn off power source, wait 10 –20 seconds for drive to spin down and memory to clear – restart.  Disconnect external devices if it does not reboot.  Still no reboot – start from a systems disk and warm up your wallet.  

My computer freezes when I print (less common now) – usually has to do with low memory but may have to do with you’re the wrong printer driver in the computer (due to an update)

My printer doesn’t work  -Is it on? Are all the cables attached? Is it in the correct port?  If networked is the right computer selected or are you printing down the hall?

Windows specific

Machine hangs a startup – undo any recent hardware changes.

Reinstalling – frequently quicker than diagnosing the problem. – if you still have a problem check for software conflicts (in other words be careful what you install – lots of downloadable file come with  spyware, adware – best practice – create a downloads folder so you know what has been added and where and you can find it and get rid of it.
Not sure if available in XP but you can  boot Windows in safe mode – hold down  F8 key just before Windows boots and select Safe Mode – lets you enable and disable software for trial and error troubleshooting.

Not all older programs are compatible with XP  but you can run a compatibility check from windows setup.exe file and choose properties and check listing. 

I recommend checking the web as there are many sites dedicated to computer troubleshooting. Most of the items on the listing were gleaned from different sites. The listing focuses more on prevention then actual trouble shooting. The majority of computer problems are the result of not taking care of the equipment. I encourage you t experiment with equipment that you do not depend on first as the best why to learn how to trouble shoot is the “hands on”  approach.

