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Take control of your Windows PC … 
from the                ! 

Stefan Kramer, American University Library
skramer@american.edu | orcid.org/0000-0001-5795-7629

Learn how to use the Command Prompt in Windows 10 to: generate 
flat and hierarchical file and directory listings; copy, move, and remove 
files; find specific character sequences in text files; recall and edit 
previous commands; direct outputs of commands into files; automate 
reuse of commands through short scripts; and more.

This workshop was “inspired by” Library Carpentry: The UNIX Shell 
(https://librarycarpentry.org/lc-shell/).
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Four decades ago…
 “MS-DOS was the main operating system for IBM PC compatible 

personal computers during the 1980s… Initial release August 12, 1981” 
(from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MS-DOS)

 Source: https://www.historylink.org/File/21161
Made available by Stefan Kramer under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/)/

2

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MS-DOS


Some Windows command prompt essentials

 “Directory” is synonymous with “folder” in Windows
 Windows commands are NOT case-sensitive 

– E.g.: CLS and cls and cLs all work, but convention is to 
show them uppercase
 But watch for case-sensitivity elsewhere – see FIND command later

 You can quickly recall previously typed commands 
with the up-arrow key and then edit them – can save a 
lot of typing!
– Down-arrow key moves forward through the history of issued 

commands after up-arrow
 The tab key auto-completes the names of existing 

directories or files – can save a lot of typing, too!
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Getting to the Windows Command Prompt
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In preparation for this workshop
 A handy command … so we’re all on 

seeing the same drive
– If your PC already has a W: drive, choose 

a different unused drive letter
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Windows command: HELP

 By itself, displays all available Windows 
prompt commands

 Followed by another command, 
describes that command and its 
parameters (possible options):
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Windows command: CLS
 CLears the Screen = command prompt is 

back at the top of the window
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Navigating between drives
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 Simply enter the letter of an existing 
drive followed by colon:



Windows command: CD (or CHDIR)

 By itself, displays the currently active 
directory (= folder)
– which is usually displayed in the command 

prompt anyway, so not that useful
 Followed by a directory name, changes 

active directory to that:
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Windows command: DIR
 By itself, displays the contents of the currently active 

directory:

– Note that files’ date, size, and name are shown; also size 
totals and some directories

– The . directory is the current one, the .. directory is one level 
up (= “parent directory”)
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Another way (aside from HELP) to see a 
command’s parameters

 Enter any command followed by /?

– Note “press any key to continue” when output does not fit 
on screen
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Let’s go wild: file name wildcards
in Windows commands

 * (= asterisk) matches any sequence of 
characters before or after the . separator of 
filename and extension – example of before:
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Let’s go wild: wildcards for filenames
 * (= asterisk) can also be used after one or 

more characters:

 ? (question mark) matches exactly one
character in a filename
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Many Windows commands have switches

 “Switches” follow a command separated by / (forward 
slash)

 A useful example: show all files with extension .tsv (tab-
separated values) or .csv (comma-separated values), 
and possibly others, in entire C: drive: 

– The /s switch of the DIR command “Displays files in specified 
directory and all subdirectories.”

– The wildcard ? Matches a single character
– this will very likely generate output too long to read – more on 

what to do about that shortly! Ctrl-C interrupts long output.
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Many Windows commands have switches

 Another example: 

TREE shows hierarchy of directories - and optionally files 
in them. By itself, only directories:

 But …
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Many Windows commands have switches

 … with the switch /F after it, TREE also shows the files in 
the directories:

 Together with /A this can become useful for generating 
text files containing such listings – as we will see shortly
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Directing command output into a file
 > (greater than) after a command 

directs its output into a file you specify 
rather than displaying it on the screen
– Careful: if that file already exists, it will be 

overwritten! Check first if in doubt.
 Example 1: make a file containing 

output of HELP:
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Directing command output into a file
 Example 2: make a text file containing 

hierarchy of directories with files:

– The /A switch replaces the graphical lines with 
characters suitable for a text file
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Are the two generated files 
really there?

 Let’s check:
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Displaying long text files one 
screenful at a time with MORE
 TYPE displays an entire text file – which may well be (way) too long 

to fit into the command prompt window

 MORE displays a text file one screen at a time – press spacebar to 
continue reading, Ctrl-C to return to the command prompt
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Viewing/editing text files with 
Notepad from the command prompt

 An alternative to opening a text file from 
Windows Explorer:

21
Made available by Stefan Kramer under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/)/



Pausing long command outputs with | MORE

 Some commands produce outputs so long they just 
scroll by – example: HELP (by itself)

 You can use the | (vertical bar) symbol to “pipe” the 
output into the MORE command:
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Create a new directory, copy one and move 
another file into it, then delete one file from it

 The DIR switch /b “Uses bare format (no heading information or 
summary)” 

 Caution: when you DELete a file, it’s really gone – not into a 
recycling bin!

Uses bare format (no heading information or summary)
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Go up to parent directory,  rename 
directory just created, check what file(s) 
are in it, rename a file in it, check again
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FINDing strings of text in text file(s)

 Enclose text to find in quotes

 Use /I switch to avoid case-
sensitivity in the search for text 
strings 
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More options than FIND: FINDSTR

 As FINDSTR /? shows, it has far more options than FIND – useful for 
more complex searches

– In particular, FINDSTR can search in subdirectories and has more options for 
where to match the given text string in files

– Example: search for “Africa” in all files in current directory and its subdirectories, 
case-insensitive, showing the matching line number in each file:
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More options than FIND: FINDSTR
 Variation on previous command: search for “Africa” in all .CSV files in current directory 

and its subdirectories, case-insensitive, showing the matching line number in each file:
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More options than FIND: FINDSTR
 Variation on previous command: search for “Africa” only at the beginning of a line 

(using switch /B) in all .CSV files in current directory and its subdirectories, case-
insensitive, showing the matching line number in each file:
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Creating and running commands 
from batch (.bat) files

 Copy (input) from the console (command prompt) into named batch file
 @echo off suppresses showing command when batch file is run
 REM creates a line that will not be executed

– Useful for file documentation – who created it, when, why, …

 Ctrl-Z ends the input and the file is created
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Try a command at the prompt
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 If satisfactory 
result, put it into 
the batch file 
and save it 
(Ctrl-S)
– Once you feel 

confident, this 
prior testing 
may not longer 
be needed



Executing the batch file
 Make sure the file is saved = NOT showing * 

next to filename:
You may leave it open in Notepad for further editing

 Simply type the filename at the prompt:
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One more useful command: 
DOSKEY
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Heading for the EXIT

 The “official” way to leave the command 
prompt (or you can close the window)
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Yearning for MORE? ;-)

Windows PowerShell: 
https://docs.microsoft.com/en-
us/powershell/

 Unix (Linux) bash shell – available via: 
https://gitforwindows.org/ and used in 
https://software-carpentry.org/lessons/
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Thank you for your time & attention!

The End

Stefan Kramer

SKramer@american.edu

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5795-7629
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