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Date:    Fri, 4 Nov 2005

From:    Robert Warzeski 

Subject: computer reliability

     I have a general question about how the majority of Modeling instructors are able to assure that the computers work when needed, for labs, graphing, and running such programs as Graphs and Tracks or Freebody.  The machines in my lab, most of them originally acquired via a grant I wrote in 1997/98, have become sufficiently flaky that I can't count on any particular machine being usable on any given day.  I certainly can't count on having a full set so that each lab group is able to work effectively. Perhaps it's simply a question of having to find money to buy new computers (laptops?), but I suspect that many modelers out there are living with older computers.

     I want to be clear that I'm not asking for suggested fixes for particular problems (the range of possible causes and variables is huge, and this would not be an appropriate forum for that anyway), but for whatever sort of systematic tech/computer support approach keeps all you modeling 

teachers' computers running. 

     We have a small Technology Department and a school-wide network with filters and a firewall, and I make sure the machines are not cluttered up with legally or illegally downloaded programs or files, or with student papers.  The machines are not used by other classes, and our Honor Code and student Computer Use Contracts (with a little vigilance) minimize the stereotypical student-generated problems.  We did find a network issue having to do with a bad switch and confusion over IP addresses that I had hoped would turn out to be the whole problem.  No such luck. 

     The machines have slowed down, programs seem to freeze or open so slowly as to be useless, and to close unexpectedly, leaving a lab group with their data half-entered or unsaved. 

     Is this simply something all computers do as they get older, and do I just need to write another grant to get new ones (a hard sell just now)?  How have others in the modeling community been able to keep things working well enough that computers don't become a hindrance rather than an asset in their courses?


---------------------

Date:    Sat, 5 Nov 2005 

From:    "Dauber, Phil" 

     The software on PC (Windows) computers should be periodically rebuilt: clean install of Windows and other software.  Also install Windows 2000 rather than earlier versions of Windows if you can, since it is much more stable.   The best way to "rebuild" is to use a "cloning" program such as Symantec Ghost.  


------------------------------

Date:    Sat, 5 Nov 2005 

From:    Tim Burgess 

     I have been dealing with extending the life of computers in the classroom for a while now (I remember building interfaces from parts kits sold by Vernier to get them running on XT's). I hate getting new computers!

     Some things I do:

   (1) I keep unneeded programs off the computers.  Registry and resources can be altered in ways that compromise system stability. Sometimes (based on observation) I look at the programs on machines and remove student installed games etc.

   (2) Machines past 3 years really need operating system "Utilities" programs to help keep them running well.  I have found "Fix-it Utilities" 3.0 and 5.0 to be the best for me. Each semester break I run disk checker, disk cleaner, disk defragmenter, registry fixer and registry defrag. 

      The registry fixer and defrag have HUGE impacts on performance (exactly the problems you describe.)  After running the programs you can remove them (in case you adhere closely to copyright policies) and then install them on the next machine & quickly scan & tune again.

     The result is that I have 11 y/o computer (and numerous others past 5 years) that I do not want to give up (why learn a new OS?)


------------------------------

Date:    Sat, 5 Nov 2005 

From:    "R. McDermott" 

     Are the programs you're using on the individual computers, or is everything downloading from the network?  What operating system is on your computers?

     Computers are pretty durable, generally, but things do wear out.  The power supplies can go flaky which can manifest itself as a whole host of bizarre symptoms.  Hard drives and memory can become unreliable.  Are your problems "across the board", meaning all the machines are exhibiting problems?

     Is the technical group aware of any degradation of network services (maybe the network servers are overloaded)?  To eliminate software issues, the machines should be cleaned off and "reset" (Ghosted) each year, especially if you are using Windows.  Windows seems to progressively degrade unless you basically start over periodically.  This has the added advantage of 

resetting the hard drives, whose performance can also degrade over time. True hardware problems like faulty hard drives, memory, power supplies, etc are tougher to detect, and only a systematic swapping of individual components would allow you to determine if this is the problem (you need 

spare parts that are basically unused).

     I make an attempt to redo the computers every year, either on my own or thorough our district's computer techs.  This is your best insurance against PREVENTABLE problems.  For hardware that is simply failing, you're kind of stuck with cannibalizing bad machines to keep the others running.  I had a set of 12 laptops which is now down to 10 useable machines plus 2 dead carcasses.  I scrounged up two rooms with six desktop machines each (stuff that was replaced), and kept another 7-8 on shelves to keep at least 12 running all the time. 


-----------------

Date:    Sat, 5 Nov 2005 

From:    Pat Carrow 

     We are using old computers (at least prior to 1999) in our physics labs, but we do NOT have them networked.  They have the older version of Logger Pro, Graphical Analysis, Microsoft Word and Excel, but that is it.  The computers don't freeze up because they aren't being loaded with stuff you pick up from the internet.  I have deliberately not updated some of the programs because I know that would freeze up the machines.  It does mean going into the setup and changing a few settings as some of the probes are not read automatically.  It is a small price to pay to have the machines available for basic use.

------------------------------

Date:    Sat, 5 Nov 2005 

From:    Joe Spaccavento 

     If you have no tech support for your computers, then find the kid(s) in your class who are the techies; everybody has a few, and they would probably love to repair your machines for some extra credit, or lunch!

 
------------------

Date:    Mon, 7 Nov 2005 

From:    BILL JAMESON 

     I have had similar problems with computers; on two occasions I've had a computer completely die in the middle of a lab. My solution has been to beg for old computers being surplused from elsewhere in the school and from other schools. (You might even try local businesses -- they could donate computers and write it off.)  I currently have 2 extra computers that I don't need to use on a daily basis. Only 3 of the 10 computers in the room were actually purchased by me. 

     My other tactic is to scavenge from machines when they die, to keep the others running. CD drives, floppy drives, memory, video cards, fans, monitors. If you have the space to store the dead machine, you can scavenge for parts as you need.
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