
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The ITAD Reality Check:

What Really Happens After the Certificates
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Where the certificates end, and the real learning begins.
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So, You Survived Class...
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Now, Welcome to ITAD

Real Lessons, Rookie Mistakes,

and the Stuff No One Warned You About

by

Maria Sergent

––––––––

[image: ]


IT Asset Disposition or ITAD is the formal, structured process of retiring old, outdated, or unwanted IT equipment, such as laptops, desktops, IP Phones, cell phones, hard drives, servers, and any other computer or electronic equipment, in a manner that is secure, environmentally responsible, and cost-effective.
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These are the questions I get asked within the first two weeks of a new tech starting in ITAD — usually right after they’ve passed their classes, earned their certificates, and are still floating on that “I know everything now” cloud. And honestly? Good for them. They should be proud. They just survived a two-part HELL course that forgives just enough to make you panic.

Then they walk into the ITAD world — nervous, confident, eager to impress — and that’s when reality taps them on the shoulder.

The ITAD world is its own monster. You will learn more about how machines actually work in this field than any class, book, or test will ever teach you. This industry will take whatever confidence you walked in with, shake it like a snow globe, and hand it back to you with a gentle little pat on the head.

Every single tech — myself included — came out of class thinking that certificate meant we were suddenly geniuses. I’m here to tell you: humble yourself. Because if you don’t, ITAD will do it for you, and it won’t even apologize afterward.

So here it is: my knowledge, my stories, my mistakes. Everything my wonderful IT Tech Lead passed on to me when I started. I’m passing it down to you, my wonderful techs.

As soon as I’m introduced to a new tech, I walk them to their station and get to know them along the way. I ask what certificates they have, whether they’ve ever built a computer, and how long they’ve been into tech. Their answers tell me where I need to start. Plus, it gives me a chance to tell them a little about myself. All that small talk helps everyone calm down — for the moment.

I hand them a notebook, a pen, their new IT toolkit, and their sign-in information. Then I show them their station and explain that they can set it up however they want. They take notes. Great notes, even. Then I hand them their first lot to work on. We go over what they need to do — whether they’re starting in Asset Tracking or in the IT Room — and either way, they will absolutely ask these questions.

I explain three things right away:


	You will have questions.

	Never guess.

	You will open at least one machine today that makes you question your entire existence — so bring me your questions. That’s what I’m here for.



Then I warn them about the reality of ITAD: the crazy, dirty, unpredictable work. You will open a laptop and find absolutely nothing inside. You will open a desktop and find a nest of something. Wear your gloves. You will pick up a piece of equipment and immediately drop it because it’s sticky. Wear your gloves and your glasses. Some units won’t have a hard drive. Some won’t have a serial number. Some will be so bizarre inside that you’ll think you’re looking at alien technology. Ask questions. That’s what I’m here for.

I don’t care how many questions you have; there are no stupid questions, and you are not stupid. They always smile confidently at this part. I get them set up and step back. I am not a hover manager. I don’t believe in micromanagement. These are not children in daycare. (Okay — for the most part. There are exceptions. And there are days.)

Within the first hour, the questions start pouring in.

I’ve trained new techs, old techs, software-only techs, hardware-only techs, datacenter techs, and “I’ve never touched a computer in my life” techs. I love every one of them. I’m not saying I know everything — I don’t. There’s plenty I don’t know. But what I do know, I will share with you.

So, on that note... here we go. Welcome to ITAD.
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Question #1

“What’s this?” 
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(Tech hands me a laptop with the bottom cover removed.)

I look at them, then at the laptop, then back at them. “What’s what?” I ask, smiling, because I already know exactly what they want to know about. I know what they were supposed to be looking for — but just to make sure, I ask.

“This thing,” they say, pointing at a tiny half-inch storage device as if it personally offended them. They’ve been deep-diving into this machine for half an hour, desperately trying to find the hard drive.

“That’s the 128GB hard drive for that unit.”

And this is the moment — every tech gives me the same look. The “you have absolutely lost your mind look.” The “I don’t want to say you’re wrong, but I really think you’re wrong” look.

“But it looks like a Wi-Fi card,” they say, with that tone that’s half respectful and half “I’m about to prove you wrong.”

I look at them. Then at the machine. Then back at them again.

“Can you tell me the difference between a Wi-Fi card and a hard drive?”

Now they’re staring at the inside of the laptop like it’s a Magic Eye puzzle. They lean in. They squint. They go into that new-tech trance where their soul leaves their body for a second.

“Something looks different, but I can’t figure out what it is. I’m not really seeing any difference.”

Bless their heart. They are trying so hard not to say I’m wrong.

“What does a Wi-Fi card have that this storage drive doesn’t have?”

They start describing a Wi-Fi card out loud, and then — boom — the realization hits them like a truck. Their eyes widen. They look up at me with that “oh no” expression.

“A Wi-Fi card has antenna plugs... Their head hung slightly from embarrassment. I can’t believe I missed that. I’m so stupid.”

And this is where I stop them. They are not stupid. They are new.

New techs (and techs who came from other fields of IT) have been conditioned to think they’re always right because they passed the tests, or they just don’t know what they’re looking for. They’re book-smart, not ITAD-smart. Yet. That’s where I come in. That’s where all senior ITAD techs come in. We’re here to teach you to be knowledgeable, confident, and just sarcastic enough to survive this line of work.

Because if you don’t have a sense of humor in ITAD, you will turn into a bitter old robot — and we already have enough of those.

Where the Wi-Fi Card Lives — and How to Remove/Replace It

In a Laptop

Where it hides:

The Wi-Fi card in a laptop is usually:


	Under the bottom cover

	Near the RAM slots

	A tiny rectangular card with two little antenna wires attached

	Labeled something like WLAN, Wi-Fi, or “that thing the new tech ripped out thinking it was an SSD.”



How to remove it (without crying):


	Power off the laptop.

	Remove the bottom cover (screws, clips, and your willpower).

	Find the tiny card with the two antenna wires.

	Gently pop off the antenna wires — they snap off like tiny LEGO pieces with trust issues.

	Remove the single screw holding the card down.

	The card will pop up at a 30° angle, like it’s trying to escape.

	Pull it out.



How to replace it:


	Slide the new card into the slot at the same angle.

	Screw it down.

	Reattach the antenna wires — black to “MAIN,” white to “AUX” (usually).

	Close the laptop.

	Celebrate your victory.



In a Desktop

Where it hides:

A desktop Wi-Fi card can be:


	A PCIe card in a slot on the motherboard

	A tiny M.2 Wi-Fi card on the board (rare but growing)

	Or missing entirely because desktops assume you live next to the router



How to remove it:

PCIe version:


	Power off the system.

	Open the side panel.

	Find the card with antennas sticking out the back.

	Remove the screw holding the bracket.

	Pull the card straight out.



M.2 version:


	Find the tiny card with two antenna wires.

	Pop off the antennas.

	Remove the screw.

	Let it spring up.

	Pull it out.



How to replace it:

Reverse the steps. Try not to drop the antennas into the abyss of the case.

Where the Hard Drive Lives — and How to Remove/Replace It

In a laptop

Where it hides:

Depending on the laptop:


	A 2.5-inch SATA drive in a metal caddy

	An M.2 SSD (looks like a stick of gum)

	Sometimes both, because manufacturers love chaos



How to remove a 2.5-inch drive:


	Remove the bottom cover.

	Find the rectangular drive in a bracket.

	Unscrew the bracket or pull the tab.

	Slide the drive out of the SATA connector.

	Remove the caddy screws.



How to remove an M.2 SSD:


	Find the gum-stick-looking thing.

	Remove the single screw.

	It pops up like a Wi-Fi card.

	Pull it out.



How to replace:


	Slide the new drive into the connector.

	Screw it down.

	Reassemble the laptop.

	Try not to have leftover screws (but you will).



In a Desktop

Where it hides:

Desktops are more predictable:


	3.5-inch HDDs live in drive cages

	2.5-inch SSDs live in smaller brackets or sleds

	M.2 SSDs live on the motherboard, usually under a heatsink that looks like a tiny metal roof



How to remove a 3.5-inch or 2.5-inch drive:


	Power off the system.

	Open the side panel.

	Find the drive cage.

	Remove the SATA power and data cables.

	Remove the screws or slide the drive out of its sled.

	Pull the drive out like you’re removing a stubborn Jenga block.



How to remove an M.2 SSD:


	Locate the tiny metal heatsink (if present).

	Remove the heatsink screw.

	Remove the SSD screw.

	The SSD pops up like it’s greeting you.

	Pull it out.



How to replace:


	Slide the new drive in.

	Screw it down.

	Reconnect cables (for SATA drives).

	Close the case.

	Pretend you didn’t drop a screw inside the PSU vent.
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Question #2

“This unit doesn’t have a hard drive. But when I turn it on, it shows there is a hard drive. I can’t find it.”
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There are two reasons this happens:

	The hard drive is in there — they just don’t know what they’re looking for yet.


	The unit has locked the drive to the firmware, and it’s showing a ghost drive that won’t disappear until the firmware is updated.


Back to the story.

The tech hands me the laptop and points to the empty drive bay. They’re right — nothing there. But right above it? A tiny NVMe drive they completely missed.

“Are you sure there isn’t a drive in there?” I ask because I always let them look again. Their eyes need training.

“I don’t see one,” they say, scanning the inside like they’re searching for hidden treasure.

“A hard drive doesn’t always look like what you’re used to,” I say, pointing to the tiny storage module with a freakin' cover over it.

“OH wow, I didn’t even see that.”

Hard drives hide everywhere. Under keyboards. Under motherboards. On expansion cards. Inside old DVD housings. ITAD is basically a scavenger hunt where the prize is “you finally found the thing you were swearing didn’t exist.”

1. How to Tell When the Hard Drive Is Actually in the Unit (But Tiny)

(a.k.a. “Congratulations, you missed the NVMe drive.”)

Step 1: Look for the obvious empty bay

Yes, the 2.5" SATA bay is empty. Yes, it looks like the drive is missing. No, that doesn’t mean the laptop is lying.

Step 2: Scan the motherboard for tiny rectangles

Modern laptops use NVMe drives, which look like:


	A stick of gum

	A tiny green ruler

	A Wi-Fi card’s skinny cousin



They are usually:


	Above the SATA bay

	Near the RAM

	Under a tiny metal shield

	Screwed in with ONE lonely screw



Step 3: Look for the giveaway signs

A real NVMe drive will have:


	A single screw holding it down

	A label with storage size

	No antenna plugs (that’s how you know it’s NOT a Wi-Fi card)

	A connector that looks like a tiny golden edge



Step 4: Confirm it’s actually the drive

If you’re unsure, gently lift the metal cover. If the module pops up at an angle, like it’s trying to escape? Congratulations — that’s the hard drive.

2. How to Tell When the BIOS Is Showing a “Ghost Drive.”

(a.k.a. “The firmware is hallucinating again.”)

Sometimes the laptop says a drive exists even when the drive is long gone. This happens when:


	The drive was locked to the firmware

	The firmware cached the drive info

	The BIOS refuses to admit the drive has left the relationship



How to confirm it’s a ghost:

Step 1: Physically inspect the system

If there is:


	No SATA drive

	No NVMe drive

	No M.2 storage module

	No expansion-card storage



...and the laptop still says “128GB SSD detected,” you’re dealing with a ghost.

Step 2: Check the BIOS storage details

Ghost drives usually show:


	No serial number

	No model number

	No temperature

	No SMART data

	Just a size



If the BIOS is basically saying “Trust me bro,” it’s a ghost.

Step 3: Update the firmware

A firmware update forces the system to:


	Re-scan hardware

	Drop cached drive entries

	Stop pretending it still has a drive



After the update, the ghost usually disappears like it was never there.

3. How to Find Hidden Drives in Any Laptop

(a.k.a. “ITAD: The scavenger hunt you didn’t sign up for.”)

Hard drives can hide in places that make you question the manufacturer’s sanity.

Check these locations:

Under a metal shield

Manufacturers love covering NVMe drives with tiny metal plates that look decorative. They are not decorative. They are hiding your drive.

Under the keyboard

Some older laptops store M.2 SATA drives under the keyboard. Yes, really. Yes, it’s annoying.

Under the motherboard

If the laptop designer was feeling chaotic, they put the drive on the bottom of the board. This requires a full teardown. Pray for patience.

On an expansion card

Some business laptops use:


	Storage daughterboards

	RAID modules

	Weird proprietary storage cards



If it looks like a tiny circuit board with a connector, it might be the drive.

Inside the old DVD drive housing

Some units hide a drive in the optical bay using a caddy. If the laptop has a DVD slot, check it. You might find treasure.
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Question #3

“How do I get the cover 

off this damn machine?”
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The obvious answer is: take the screws out. Yes. 

But what if that’s not all?

Sometimes, screws hide under stickers. Sometimes they hide under little plastic covers that blend in so well you’d think the designer hated you. Sometimes the case has clips inside that require a thin tool and a gentle hand — and I do mean gentle. If you go in there like you’re opening a can of tuna, you’re going to break something. (I have done it and so will you.)

Sometimes all you need is a thin tool to run under the bottom cover and unsnap the clasps along the outer edge of the case. Be careful, you can break the case if you’re too rough.

If none of that works, open the unit and look at the keyboard. You’re looking for tiny indents around the edge. Slide a small tool into each groove and push back until you hear a click. That click is the sound of victory. Do that all the way around, lift the keyboard gently (don’t yank it — it’s still attached), lay it against the screen, and look for the screws hiding underneath.

When you lift the bottom case, do it slowly. If it feels like it’s fighting you, that means there’s still a screw somewhere. The machine is not being dramatic — you just missed something.

How to Get the Cover Off This Damn Machine

Let’s walk through it.

1. Start With the Screws (The Obvious Step That Still Goes Wrong)

Flip the machine over and remove every visible screw. Every. Single. One.

But don’t get cocky — manufacturers love to hide screws like they’re protecting state secrets.

Look for screws hiding:


	Under stickers

	Under rubber feet

	Under tiny plastic caps

	Under labels that say “Warranty Void If Removed” (which, in ITAD, means “remove immediately”)



If you see a sticker that looks suspiciously smooth and perfectly placed, congratulations — there’s probably a screw under it.

2. Check for Hidden Clips (The Part Where You Question Your Life Choices)

Once the screws are out, the case should lift off.

If it doesn’t? That means clips. Invisible, stubborn, emotionally unavailable clips.

How to deal with them:


	Grab a thin plastic tool — not a metal screwdriver unless you enjoy scratches and regret.

	Slide the tool along the seam of the bottom cover.

	
Gently pry upward until you hear a soft click.


	That click is the sound of progress, not destruction... hopefully.



Move around the entire edge, popping each clip one by one.

Important: If you pry like you’re opening a can of tuna, you will break something. We’ve all done it. You will too. It’s part of the journey.

3. If It Still Won’t Open, Check the Keyboard (Yes, Really)

Some laptops hide screws under the keyboard because the engineers thought, “Let’s make this fun.”

Here’s how to check:


	Look at the top of the keyboard for tiny notches or indents.

	Slide a small tool into each notch and gently push back.

	
The keyboard will pop up with a satisfying click — that’s the sound of victory.


	Lift the keyboard slowly (it’s still attached by a ribbon cable, and that cable is fragile like a toddler’s feelings).

	Under the keyboard, you’ll find more screws holding the bottom case on.

	Remove those screws and try again.



4. Lift the Bottom Case — Slowly, as It Might Bite

Once you’ve removed:


	The obvious screws

	The hidden screws

	The cursed screws under the keyboard

	And popped all the clips



...you can finally lift the bottom cover.

But do it slowly.

If the case feels like it’s fighting you, that means:


	You missed a screw

	Or a clip is still latched

	Or the machine is simply judging you



The machine is not being dramatic — you just missed something.

Stop. Look again. Find the last screw. Remove it. Try again.

5. Celebrate Your Victory

Once the cover finally comes off, you’ll feel like you just solved a puzzle designed by someone who hates joy.

But congratulations — you did it.

You opened the damn machine
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Question #4

“How do I remove the screen?”
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Tech thinks removing a screen will be this simple, graceful little operation. They imagine it’s like opening a book or peeling a sticker. No. Removing a screen is like performing delicate surgery while the patient screams at you.
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