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Read/Write Head Assembly 
Replacement 

This may be required because of failure 
of any of the Read or Write heads 
themselves or also due to failure of the 
Pre-Amplifier that is also mounted on 
the head assembly. It is necessary to 
replace the assembly as a complete 
unit, and strict matching criteria have to 
be met when sourcing a replacement. 
The precise matching requirements 
vary according to manufacturers and 
even between different models and 
series from the same manufacturer.

Head assemblies sit under a powerful 
‘voice coil’ magnet used to position it 
over the platter, this must be removed 
to allow assembly replacement. A 
special tool incorporating an even more 
powerful magnet is necessary to safely 
carry remove it.

Many HDDs ‘park’ the Head Assembly 
in a specially designated ‘Landing 
Zone’ on the platter. In such cases, 
extreme care is needed when moving 
the assembly over the platter to allow 
removal of the heads. This is for two 
reasons, firstly to ensure the heads do 
not cause any damage to the platter 
surface. In normal use the aerodynamic 
effects of the airflow created by the disk 
spinning keeps the heads ‘flying’ a 
minute, but crucial, distance above the 
platter. Stationary, the heads will be 
touching the surface. The second 
reason for caution is that the two sets 

of heads that access the top and 
bottom of each platter are on sprung 
arms. As they leave the platter edge 
the heads can spring together almost 
certainly causing irrevocable damage. 
Though not of particular concern when 
a defective head is being removed, it 
will be where a serviceable head 
assembly is being removed for platter 
replacement. A similar problem arises 
with refitting a replacement. Then it is 
necessary to safely keep the heads 
apart while they are introduced onto the 
platter edge. In both scenarios the 
problem can be overcome using a 
specialist ‘Head Comb’. These are 
precision engineered to fit the various 
configurations of single and multiple 
platter assemblies and keep the heads 
a suitable distance apart to allow their 
removal or replacement.

There are 3 major components likely to be removed or replaced as part of the 
Data Recovery process from a failed Hard Disk Drive (HDD); the Read/Write 
Head Assembly, the Platter(s), or the Printed Circuit Board (PCB).  As 
replacement of the first two of these components requires access to the 
sealed inner compartment of the HDD, it is vital that these operations be 
carried out in a Clean room environment.
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