Computers: Who Needs ‘Em? Well, We All Do. 

How To Make Them Work For You Instead of the Other Way Around

Compiled by Doris Ostendorf, web weasel for http://www.geoffsmith.org
(Please note that although I have been an ITS employee for several years, I am not speaking for ITS, nor should the statements below be taken for official ITS policy. Herewith are some tips and tricks gleaned from the trenches of frontline tech support)

Finding Your Way Around Geoff’s Page

Go to http://www.geoffsmith.org and click to enter. A brief, annotated biography lies in wait under “Life and Times”. Courses and academic-related material may be found under “Teacher and Scholar”. Under “Miscellany”, you will find Geoff’s editorials for the Whig-Standard, as well as some other bits and bobs. “Ask Geoff” is going to be an advice page, so don’t delay and ask away! The other links are self-explanatory. 

The Dreaded PHED 241 Bulletin Board

How to register: Go to http://www.geoffsmith.org/241board and click on “Register”, up near the top right of the screen. Read the legal stuff (we didn’t write it; it came with the bulletin board template). Click on the appropriate response (I agree to these terms and am over 13 yrs of age). Fill in the registration info. Under “Profile Information” you can add all kinds of stuff, if you like, such as your ICQ number, web site, Messenger ID, location, occupation, interests, etc. Don’t change the board language, style, time zone, or date format. When everything is to your liking, click “Submit”. After that, you should get an information screen directing you to the index. 

Logging in: When you log in to the bulletin board, it has this very annoying habit of going to a “Page cannot be displayed” error message. Unfortunately I can’t prevent it from doing that. The address at the top of that page will say http://www.geoffsmith.org/241board/login.php. Delete the “login.php” at the end of the URL and that should bring you back to the board.

To post: Click on a topic heading which interests you, or create your own. I’m trying to give everyone “moderator” status so that new topics can be created by someone other than Geoff or me.

What’s Up With WebMail?

By “WebMail” I am referring to http://qlink.queensu.ca/mail. Yes, it’s slow and ornery; the problem is it was never designed to be everyone’s preferred method of checking mail. Each of the major servers at Queen’s has its own WebMail interface (Qlink, Post, Qsilver, EDUC, etc.), and the program was meant to serve faculty, staff and students who were temporarily away from their regular computers. Now if you were out of town, you could still read your mail from anywhere; all you needed was internet access. 

Unfortunately people prefer it to any other method, perhaps because of its similarity to Hotmail, Yahoo, etc. We frequently get calls from irate people who are upset with how slow it is. The solution is simple: Use a real email program, such as Eudora or Pine, to read your mail, and reserve WebMail for when you’re out of town for the weekend. If you still want to use WebMail, you should accept the fact that it’s going to be slow and painful. 
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Speaking of Which, Where’d My Mail Go, Dammit?

See, that’s another reason why you need to use a real email program. Your incoming mail is stored in a shared area on the Qlink (or Post, or Qsilver…) server. When it gets too full, the mail spool cleaner swoops in and moves it to a different location. That’s when you get that cryptic message from Rick Pim (please note, too, that you only have 4 days to retrieve your mail before it’s gone forever). To prevent this from happening, use a POP-based email program such as Eudora, Outlook or AppleMail. These email clients download the mail from the server directly to your hard drive. If you use Pine/telnet/Tera Term, move your messages into a “read-messages” folder. Make sure you delete your sent-messages too (these can really pile up and fill your account to bursting) and discourage people from sending you ginormous files too.

You can always call the IT Support Centre for help with this: 533-6666.

Viruses, Spyware and Worms, Oh My!
Your best defense against viruses and worms: Symantec Antivirus, which is distributed free by Queen’s. Make sure you UPDATE it regularly! This means clicking on the LiveUpdate button. You should update and do a full system scan at least once a week.

If you are using Microsoft Windows, you should go to http://v4.windowsupdate.microsoft.com/en/default.asp and scan for updates. Download all critical updates and service packs. You should do this every couple of weeks. Many viruses take advantage of vulnerabilities in the Windows operating system; having the latest patches will give you an extra layer of armour. WinXP users may occasionally notice a persistent little balloon at the bottom of the screen saying, “New updates are ready to install.” Install them already. Reboot. 

If you are using a Macintosh, feel free to rub your hands and cackle. Macs very rarely get infected. However, you can still get an antivirus program using the Macintosh Software Manager (available on the Packman CD).

If you are using Linux or X-Windows, you probably don’t need any help from the likes of me.

Virus protection is something everyone should take seriously. The Randex epidemic earlier this October was severe enough to shut down most of Resnet for several days. The Blaster virus not only kicks your computer off the internet, but it will eventually prevent your computer from starting up at all. NB: the 2003 Packman Startup CD (available free at the IT Support Centre) contains a patch to clean Blaster off of an infected machine.

“Spyware” is a term used to describe advertiser-supported software, also known as “adware” or “trojanware.” They install tracking programs on your machine, sending information about you and your surfing habits to a remote computer. You may notice funky new toolbars appearing on your browser, or your browser will be redirected to sites you didn’t ask for. A forest of pop-up ads may spring up whenever you try to surf. Your computer will run much more slowly, on top of everything else. Go to http://www.accs-net.com/smallfish/index.htm for more information about what spyware is. (NB: You can get rid of the “MyBar” toolbar by going to Control Panels > Add/Remove Programs)

So how do you get rid of these horrible little things? There are two programs I always recommend when I’m at work: Ad-Aware and SpyBot. You can download both of them at http://www.pcworld.com. 

Configuring and Running Ad-Aware: Click on “Check for updates now” and install whatever new updates may be available. When that is done, close the update window and click Start. When you get to the Preparing System Scan window, make sure you put a checkmark beside “Activate in-depth scan”, then click Customize. Put a checkmark beside each of the following: Scan Within Archives, Scan Active Processes, Scan Registry, Deep Scan Registry, Scan My IE Favorites For Banned URLs, and Scan My Hosts File. Click “Proceed”, then “Next”. It will take a few minutes to scan your machine, and the program usually makes a lively fart sound when it’s done. The program will show you all the files it found. If it hasn’t automatically put checkmarks in the boxes next to each item, just right-click on the window and choose “Select All Objects.” Click the Next button to remove. (The current IT Support Centre record for number of objects found is 1063) Run this scan about once a week.

SpyBot: I really like this program for two reasons: it removes some things that Ad-Aware doesn’t catch, and it has an “Immunize” function, which can block crap from your computer. Like Ad-Aware, it requires regular updates to be most effective. Scan once a week.

A lot of students have Kazaa installed on their computers. Kazaa brings a lot of spyware onto your hard drive; you should also be aware that the w32.Galil@mm worm uses the Kazaa file-sharing network to spread itself. If you can’t live without the program, at least use Kazaa Lite instead. 

I Don’t Get Any of This
You can call or come in to the IT Support Centre for help. If your laptop is malfunctioning, bring it in for us to look at (no charge). We are in room 119, Stauffer Library, across from the Circulation Desk, and the phone number is 533-6666. Hours of operation:

Monday to Thursday: 8:30 a.m. to 8:30 p.m.

Friday: 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.

Saturday: noon to 4:30 p.m.

Sunday: noon to 8:30 p.m.

The afternoons (especially 1:30 to 4, roughly) are the busiest times, and don’t even think about bringing a laptop in on Fridays; that’s the single busiest day for walk-ins. (On the other hand, Fridays and Monday mornings are the best days to meet me, because that’s when I’m on walk-ins, usually trying to fix five laptops at once.) Weekends are very quiet, and the mornings are a good time to call or come in as well. You can also submit problems electronically at http://www.its.queensu.ca/itsc/helpform.html. 

There are online help documents at http://www2.its.queensu.ca/itsc/index_nf.html. You should also check the ITS home page at http://www.its.queensu.ca for any alerts or warnings. 

If you have any questions, suggestions for Geoff’s page, or just want to talk about seventeenth-century religious conspiracies (well, some people do), drop me a line anytime at 3do5@post.queensu.ca. 

A human being should be able to change a diaper, plan an invasion, butcher a hog, conn a ship, design a building, write a sonnet, balance accounts, build a wall, set a bone, comfort the dying, take orders, give orders, cooperate, act alone, solve equations, analyze a new problem, pitch manure, program a computer, cook a tasty meal, fight efficiently, die gallantly. Specialization is for insects. — Robert A. Heinlein
Computers make it easier to do a lot of things, but most of the things they make it easier to do don't need to be done. — Andy Rooney
