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 Lesson Notes
When you switch the power on, your computer 
boots up and gets you to a point where you can 
load programs of your choice and start using the 
computer. The booting up process happens quite 
quickly but the process is complicated. 
A computer can’t do much without instructions and 
the fi rst thing the CPU does when you switch it on 
is to search for the operating system program that 
can tell it what to do. 
The CPU fi rst checks the ROM chip where the 
basic input/output system (BIOS) program is 
stored. 

This program immediately runs a series of system 
checks called the power-on self test (POST) to 
see that all the circuits are connected and to 
make sure the RAM chip, the drives and all the 
connected hardware are available. 

The operating system is then loaded into RAM 
and once it is fully loaded, it takes control of 
the computer and you can now use application 
software, utilities and other programs.
The shut down process is also a complicated 
one. To shut down a computer properly, you need 
to click on “Start” and then depending on your 
operating system, click on “Turn off computer” 
or “Shut down”. The operating system will then 
close all the programs that are currently active, 
giving you the chance to save any unsaved data. 
The current settings will be saved in a special 
confi guration fi le so that they remain the same the 
next time you boot up.  Finally the computer will 
switch itself off or give you a message telling you 
to switch the power off.
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 Task
1. With the help of your teacher have a look 
 at the BIOS information on your school 
 computers to see what components are 
 installed on the machines.
2. Observe the boot sequence on your school 
 computers and see if you can tell what is 
 being checked. For example, find out how 
 much memory is on your school computers.
3. Write a short explanation on what POST is 
 and what it does.

BIOS and the Power-on Self Test
When you switch the power on and boot up your computer the CPU checks the ROM chip where the 
basic input/output system (BIOS) program is stored. BIOS immediately runs a series of system checks 
called the power-on self test (POST) before loading the bootstrap loader which facilitates loading the 
operating system. When shutting down the computer you need to follow a simple procedure to avoid 
damaging the hard drive.

 Lesson Outcomes
By the end of the lesson, you should be able to:
• Provide explanations of the terms BIOS and 

bootstrap loader;
• Describe the purpose of power-on self test;
• Explain the booting up process and the shutting 

down process.
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This task supports the assessment of:
LO 1: Hardware and System Software
• Identify the functions of various types of 

operating system.
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