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The purpose of this note is to call for the development of a plan to deal with our growing number of online database collections.  Clearly, this is an issue at institutions across the country these days. At the recent ACS workshops given by the Alsos team (planning digital collections) and another I gave with a colleague from Furman (implementing digital collections), there was a wide spectrum of faculty and staff from many schools working on a variety of digital collection projects ranging from course specific projects to projects to manage the entirety of the institution’s collection of collections.

The specific topic that I would like for us to address is that of the database system itself. Almost all digital collections have some kind of database as the “backend”. To the best of my knowledge, almost all of the projects at W&L on the academic side have used a Microsoft Access database as the backend and used ASP for the middle layer search engine code.  

I think this has worked well up to this point. Access has the advantages that it is easy to work with, easy to make multiple copies, email the database, etc. etc. However, I believe we all know there is a limit to how far we can push the use of a database system that is designed for desktop client use in terms of server side, heavy duty, performance critical applications.  Access is fine for relatively small collections with relatively few page requests per unit time.  However, it is not a database server.  For example, I believe this means that a copy of the entire database is loaded into the server for each user request to the database; so many simultaneous users require many copies of the database. Access is not optimized for web-server applications, provides little in the way of stored-query optimization, provides no hooks to modern technologies such as XML, etc. 

I believe that we are likely to see some problems with these systems within the next year. What I am requesting is that we start now to develop a plan for the use of a true database server to use with projects that require such. This would mean deciding on a database system, get the proper training for the individual(s) who would manage the server issues, and perhaps some training for some small number of developers, and develop a migration path for systems that outgrow the Access model.  

In my opinion the selection of the database system is not something we need to study ad infinitum.  There are a number of systems that should work well. Fortunately, SQL queries to databases are standard for all relational databases. Also, the server side scripting languages such as ASP are pretty much database independent; i.e. we should only have to change the one line that tells ASP which system we are using.

While I could live with one of several choices, I would recommend that we just select Microsoft’s SQL Server and be done with it. We’ve already bought into Access and ASP; so we’re in the Microsoft World, like it or not. There are clear migration paths from Access to SQL-Server, Access entry forms can be used with SQL Server, etc.

The main point is that we need to have a plan so we all know where we are heading and don’t take off in different directions. We’d all like to work together, “within the system”.  I would like to know what others think. I do not want to be involved in a long-term study process, but if we could come to a fairly simple and quick resolution of this serious issue, I would like to work with some folks on this. I think I bring to the table is a little experience, and more importantly, the potential for some good students to add to the project teams. 

Again, my plan would call for a choice of database system (SQL-Server gets my vote, but I’m open),  at least one server side manager who is trained in server issues with the chosen system (Bollinger, Knudson?), one or two trained staff people on the development side (Harris, Jeton??),  one or two trained project developers (Ballinger, Whaley ??).  I’m throwing names here just to give a sense of what I’m suggesting.

