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1 Introduction 

This lab is a follow on from the Navigating the File System Lab. In this lab you will 
learn commands to create, delete and edit files via the terminal.  
 

Author’s note - If there are any terms that you are not familiar with, I highly 
recommend you stop to Google them. There are times in this lesson when the 
instructions are deliberately inexplicit. This is to encourage you to figure something out 
or to practise troubleshooting/getting yourself unstuck - which is an important skill in 
CS. 
 

2 Accessing The Online Terminal 

 
2.1 On your browser, go to - https://bellard.org/jslinux/ 
 
2.2 Click the start-up link for the Alpine Linux OS with the Console User Interface 
 

 
 

2.3 When you first load up the online terminal will see something like below. At this 
point the computer is just waiting for you to give it an instruction. 

mailto:s1749672@ed.ac.uk
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3 Creating Files 

 
The following commands will help you understand how the computer stores files and 
how you can navigate around the file system. 
 
3.1 cd to /root and execute mkdir test-folder 
 
mkdir stands for ‘make directory’. The command you entered has created a new folder 
called test-folder within the /root folder.  
 
3.2 Use the ls command to list the files in /root 
You should see your new folder… 

 
 
3.3 Execute cp hello.c test-folder 
 
3.4 Do an internet search to understand what the cp command does and write down 
in your jotter: 

• what cp stands for 

• what happened when you executed the command in step 3.3 
 

3.5 Execute touch review.txt to create a new file. 
 
3.6 Do an internet search to find the command that will move (not copy) review.txt 
into test-folder. Execute this command and write down in your jotter. 
 

4 Reading File Contents 

 
The cat command takes a file path as input and prints out its contents to the 
terminal.  
 
4.1 Go to /root and execute cat hello.c 
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hello.c is a program written in the C programming language. C is a compiled 
language1 meaning that we need to use a compiler to translate the human-readable 
source code into machine code before the program can be executed. 
 
4.2 Print out the contents of readme.txt to the terminal.  
 
4.3 Use the readme instructions to compile hello.c. Use Google to clarify any 
unfamiliar commands.  
 
4.4 Execute ‘./hello’ to run the compiled program.  
In Linux file systems ‘.’ refers to the current directory so ‘./hello’ will execute the hello 
file in the current directory.  
 
4.5 Use cat to read the contents of the file you just created.  
Notice it is unreadable because it contains the compiled code from hello.c, ie. 
Machine readable instructions, not human-readable text. 

 

5 Editing & Deleting Files 

 
Now we want to be able to edit these files.  
 
5.1 This video gives a great introduction to vi which is a terminal-based text editor. 
These text editors are notoriously unintuitive but it’s worth learning some basic 
commands because they’ll come in handy when you’re working on remote systems – 
so stick with it! 

introduction-to-vi.mp

4   
or watch the video on Youtube - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ggSyF1SVFr4 
 
5.2 Use vi to edit review.txt. Write the line “This lab is x/10” (you choose what x is). 
 
5.3 Use Google to figure out how to delete a file. If your review is less than 10/10 
then you know what to do… 
 
5.4 Go to test-folder and edit the hello.c file (that you copied in step 3.3) to print your 
name. 
 
5.5 Using the instructions from readme.txt, compile your edited C program and run it. 

FYI… 
1 A programming language can either be a compiled or interpreted language. 
Compiled languages (like C) must first be translated into machine code before they 
can be executed. On the other hand, interpreted languages (like Python) can be 
executed ‘on the fly’ without first compiling the human-readable code into machine 
code. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ggSyF1SVFr4
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Well done for getting this far! It might not seem like it now, but you’ll find yourself using 
these commands so often that they’ll become second nature! 
 

6 The PATH variable 

This task aims teach you a little bit about how terminal commands work. It’s easy to 
think of the terminal as a mysterious black box, but as with everything in Computer 
Science, there’s no magic to these things – just a sequential step of instructions, even 
if they are very, very complex! 
 
The terminal is made even more powerful because you can write scripts containing a 
sequence of terminal commands, with flow control structures (like for loops and IF 
statements) and variables. We won’t go into how to write scripts for the terminal but 
learning about variables is a good start to making sense of what’s going on under the 
hood. 
 
6.1 Type printenv and hit ENTER 
You will see a list of environment variables like this. 

 
 

6.2 Execute export x=9999 and execute printenv again. 
Make sure you copy the command exactly because the terminal is very particular 
about syntax. 
You should notice that x has been added to the list of environment variables. 
 
The which command is used to identify the location of an executable file that is 
executed when you run a given command. 
 
6.3 Type ‘which ls’ and hit ENTER 
The file path that is returned is the file path of the executable that carries out the ls 
command. 
You can repeat this for any of the commands that we’ve executed so far (touch, cp, 
mkdir) to find out what directory their executables live in. 
 
6.4 Use cat to read the contents of this file path returned in step 6.3. 
You’ll find that the file contains machine readable code. 
You might also find that the terminal freezes, so this is a good time to introduce the 
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command that interrupts programs that are currently executing, CTRL + C (Press 
and hold CTRL, then press C). If then  
 
But how does the terminal know to run this particular file when you type ls? What’s 
special about this file or the folder it lives in? 
 
The answer to this lies in the environment variable, ‘PATH’. PATH is a special 
environment variable that contains a list of colon-separated directory paths. Whenever 
you type a command, the terminal will iterate through these directory paths, looking 
for an executable file with a matching name. If it finds a match, it will execute that file. 
 
6.5 Print your environment variables again and confirm that the directory from 6.3 is in 
your path.  
 
Now we will take this one step further by adding our own executable command using 
the hello file that you compiled in step 4.3.  
 
6.6 Cd to / . Type hello and hit ENTER. 
You will find that the command is not found. This is exactly correct, the hello file is 
neither in our current working directory, nor in any of the directories that are listed in 
our PATH. 
 
6.8 Use the mv command to move the hello file from /root to /bin. Note that /bin is a 
directory that is listed in your PATH. 
 
6.9 Cd to / and execute hello, as before 
This time, you should find that ‘hello world’ is printed to the terminal 
 
6.10 Use the which command to check what executable is run when you type the 
hello command. 
 
You should get /bin/hello as the output. To reiterate, this is because /bin is a 
directory that is listed in our PATH. Whenever, you type a command in the terminal, 
the computer will iterate through the directories in PATH and look for an executable 
file with a name that matches the command. 
 
Well done for completing this lab! If you choose to pursue a career in IT, you are likely 
to be using these commands every day. 
 

7 Linux Command Summary 

 
Complete the table by adding descriptions of what each command does.   
 

Command  Description 

cp  

mv   

rm  

cat  

vi  
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gcc  

which  

 

6 Extension Tasks 

This Youtube playlist gives a great introduction to Linux and more terminal 
commands - 
[https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL6gx4Cwl9DGCkg2uj3PxUWhMDuTw3VKj
M] 
 
To develop these skills further, I highly recommend working through the challenges 
found on https://overthewire.org/wargames/bandit/. Not only is this an excellent way 
to learn more about the terminal, but it will also introduce you to other topics in 
computing that that will often crop in surprising ways later in your career. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://overthewire.org/wargames/bandit/
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