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Any of the above signs mean you should check your drive using one of 
the utilities we detail below as soon as 
possible.  
Sound can be an excellent indicator of 
disk trouble. If you previously didn't hear 
a peep from your hard drive, but now 
you do... Check it. If it seems much loud-
er than usual, or makes occasional clicks 
or grinding sounds... Check it ASAP and 
be prepared to backup your data and re-
place the drive.  
If your drive is making regular clicking or 
grinding sounds, chances are you have a 
mechanical failure within the drive. Turn 
off your PC as soon as possible, as this 
kind of problem can quickly snowball into 
a huge headache that is way beyond the scope of a pair of Aspirin. The 
longer the drive is powered on, the more damage you may be doing to 
your data.  

 
SMART: What it is and what it does  
 
SMART stands for Self-Monitoring, Analysis and Reporting Tech-
nology. This capability is standard on all modern hard drives, 
and provides each device with a degree of internal status monitoring. 
Used in conjunction with software, this can alert users to the impending 
failure of the disk.  
The BIOS (Basic Input/Output System) of most computer motherboards 
contain SMART monitoring software which can interpret the information 
from drives attached to the system and warn of potential trouble. How-
ever, this function is generally disabled by default since it slightly adds 
to the boot up time of the system.  
The SMART monitoring system built into your computer's BIOS is rudi-
mentary, usually only capable of telling you whether or not the drive is 
'OK' based on the conclusion of its internal SMART diagnostics. The 
more advanced analysis features of this monitoring system can be ac-
cessed by using a drive analysis program that can fully query the 
drive's status.  
 
SMART works by comparing a hard drives current performance in a 
number of areas to its ideal parameters. For example, the time it takes 
a drive to spin up to speed in order for data to be read from it is rec-
orded by the SMART monitor and compared to the factory rated time. A 
discrepancy here could indicate problems with the motor or the bear-
ings. SMART monitors up to 30 separate attributes of the disk (the ac-
tual number varies depending on how the manufacturers of both the 
drive and the motherboard have implemented the system).  
It is advisable to turn on your computer's SMART monitoring option if 
you are worried about the status of your hard disks. This feature can be 
accessed though the system's BIOS settings page.  
 
To access this, press DEL repeatedly immediately upon powering up 
your system. Some manufacturers use other keys (like F2, or F6) or 
key combinations to access the BIOS. This information should be pre-
sented in the manual or on the POST screen of the system. SMART op-
tions are generally found within the 'advanced BIOS options' section of 
the BIOS.  
 

Warning signs to watch for: 
While you may be able to 
repair software errors 
caused by bad sectors, and 
in some cases you may be 
able to repair the bad sec-
tors themselves, if your 
drive has begun to fail me-
chanically nothing will stop 
the process.  
The catch then is to detect 
the imminent failure of your 
drives before they give out 
on you and data is lost. Let's 
look at some common warn-
ing signs of impending hard 
drive failure:  

 Frequent but irregular 
crashes, especially while 
booting up Windows. 

 Frequent and cryptic er-
ror messages while perform-
ing typical activities like 
moving files. 

 Folder and file names 
that have been scrambled 
and changed. 

 Disappearing files and 
folders. 

 Really loo....ong waits to 
access folders and files. 

 Hard disk is silent for a 
long period after you re-
quest data by opening a file 
or folder. 

 Garbled output from 
open files or printing. 
Hard drive grinds away con-
stantly because of noisy 
bearings. 
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Note that SMART is by no means reliable when it 
comes to predicting drive faults. First of all, it an-
alyzes the physical attributes of the disk only, 
nothing else. SMART's effectiveness also depends 
on the way monitoring in implemented on your 
motherboard. There is no real standard for which 
SMART attributes should be monitored, or even 
what acceptable thresholds are. These variables 
are up to the manufacturer to provide, so there 
in no universal standard set of values. SMART 
should always be used in conjunction with a more 
in-depth disk monitoring tool like the ones I will 
mention later on. 
 
Hard disk diagnostic tools 
Let's take a look through some of the tools you 
can use to diagnose drive troubles before they 
become terminal.  
 
Windows Disk utilities: CHKDSK  
The CHKDSK utility included with Windows can 
perform both quick and surface scans.  
 
You can launch the utility from Windows by open-
ing 'my computer,' right clicking on the hard 
drive you wish to test and selecting 'properties' 
then from the 'tools' tab, select 'check now.'  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHKDSK is all the program you need to perform 
quick tests or surface scans of your drives. Many 
Windows commercial drive diagnostic packages 
actually use CHKDSK to perform their testing 
'under the hood.'  
 
Manufacturer Produced Hard Drive Utilities 
 
The major hard disk manufacturers like Maxtor, 
Seagate & Western Digital all offer diagnostic 
software designed to support their drives. 
 
Maxtor's Powermax  
Seagate's Seatools 
Western Digital's Data Lifeguard Diagnostics 
 
If you have found a problem with your drive and 
wish to send it in for warranty service, the major 
manufacturers will generally insist on you testing 
your drive with their utility first. Only then will 
you receive an RMA number to ship the drive 
with. Most of these utilities require installation on 
a floppy disk or CD, then ask you to boot off that 
medium.  

Of these companies, Western Digital's Windows-
capable Data Lifeguard Diagnostics is the only pro-
gram which will willingly scan the drives of other 
manufacturers. In fact, this program is also ex-
tremely easy to use and performs error checking, 
surface scans and SMART diagnostics. Let's take a 
look at how to use it:  
 
HDD Diagnostic Software 
Next up on our list of hard drive diagnostic soft-
ware is DiskCheckup, a free SMART diagnostic tool. 
DiskCheckup by Passmark Software is an easy to 
use, basic SMART diagnostic tool for your hard 
disks. It communicates with each disk and re-
trieves its current status and compares it to the 
ideal profile for the drive.  
 
Other Utilities for checking the status of a suspect 
hard drive include Active Smart , which is a Window
-based SMART monitoring program. Essentially 
"Active Smart" does the same thing as DiskCheck-
up, which we profiled above, but with many more 
bells and whistles.  
 
Active Smart checks your drives current perfor-
mance against its ideal performance and gives you 
a graph of the results in each category.  

 
HD Workbench by DIY Data Recovery is another 
comprehensive trialware program you may also 
want to look into.  
 
Is this all seems 
far to complicated 
for you to under-
stand you can al-
ways give me a 
call and I will take 
care of it for you. 
 
Note: In most 
cases when a hard 
drive fails, data 
can usually be retrieved—if the drive still spins. If 
it doesn’t then more than likely you data is lost 
forever—so don’t forget to backup! 

http://www.maxtor.com/portal/site/Maxtor/?epi_menuItemID=3c67e325e0a6b1f6294198b091346068&epi_menuID=976d37cd478c5826433f226075b46068&epi_baseMenuID=976d37cd478c5826433f226075b46068&channelpath=/en_us/Support/Software%20Downloads/ATA%20Hard%20Drives&downloadI
http://www.seagate.com/support/seatools/index.html
http://support.wdc.com/download/index.asp#diagutils
http://www.passmark.com/products/diskcheckup.htm
http://www.passmark.com/products/diskcheckup.htm
http://www.ariolic.com/activesmart
http://www.diydatarecovery.nl/

