Operating Systems – Introduction
The main function of an operating system is to make efficient use of the resources of a computer system- and this should include the user(s). If we consider the situation where a CPU needs to send data through to a slow peripheral (eg printer) then the CPU would spend some time waiting for the device to request more data - even with buffers. This was not so important with the original, slow CPU’s but modern ones can perform a number of different tasks while waiting for the peripheral to respond. 

The simplest form of operating system consists of a short program called the BIOS (Basic Input Output System) and is normally stored in ROM or FIRMWARE. This program is run as soon as the computer is turned on. It then searches for the various backing store devices (tape or more usually disk) for the rest of the operating system. This portion of the program is called the BOOTSTRAP LOADER (or monitor program) and will probably give a message “Looking for Operating System” or something similar when the computer is turned on. If the rest of the program is found something like “Loading Operating System” will appear. This extra program will provide the facilities required to take complete control of the hardware of the computer. Different computers can load or make use of different operating systems. For instance the most common operating system found on the IBM PC and compatibles is the various forms of WINDOWS but it can also run LINUX or UNIX if required. 

The operating system now provides a shell, hiding the user away form the problem of controlling the disk-drive, printer, monitor, etc. Any programs developed with the operating system in mind and obeying the rules of the operating system makes the job of “porting” programs to another simpler - as long as they are running the same operating system. 

The main functions of an operating system would include:- 

Controlling the hardware. This could be input/output control of printers, disc drives, etc, together with CPU management.

The scheduling or time allocation of programs (especially in a multi-programming, multi-user or multi-tasking environment). 

Protecting the system from improper use. This could be controlling access to certain files or monitoring levels of privilege. 

Providing a link or control language that provides access to the operating system functions. 

Provide some form of accounting - especially useful in multi-user environments. 

As far as the average user is concerned all computers using the same operating system will operate more or less the same. This is because the O.S. talks to the hardware and shields the users away from the hardware. The users communicate with a simpler “virtual” machine.
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