
THE MAGAZINE OF USENIX & SAGE
October 2000 • volume 25 • number 6

{

#
inside:

SYSADMIN

An Interview with Geoff Halprin

The Advanced Computing Systems Association & 

The System Administrators Guild

&



tems administrators, there is a huge hidden cost as they re-create the site in their own
image; deploying the tools and standards they have become most comfortable with.

We desperately need to develop standards of practice that we can all agree on, or at
least live with as reasonable. Even in the complexity of systems administration, there
are patterns and recognized good practice. Software engineering has started recognizing
the presence of patterns. Long ago (1972) they recognized the need for the Òego-less
programmer.Ó Perhaps we should learn from the world around us?

IÕve started (with lots of help) to define a framework that is independent of technology,
vendor or platform; the Systems Administration Body of Knowledge. It has a lot of the
meat still missing, but there is a structure that anyone can use to assess their site, and to
plan improvement works. ThatÕs a step in the right direction.

Having a framework allows us to communicate effectively with those around us, to
show them what it is that we do, how complex it really is, and to provide guidance to
both personal and organizational maturity and growth.

Rob: Do you have any idea why tackling all these challenges is taking the Òsystem
administration communityÓ such a long time?

Geoff: Systems administration is young. In the broadest sense itÕs only been around 40
years, but in any real sense itÕs been around for maybe 20 years. Accounting and medi-
cine have been around for hundreds of years, and theyÕre still getting it wrong.

Another major problem is that the field is not recognized as an independent field of
study. A small number of universities offer units in systems administration, not a full
degree, and these are part of a computer science course. Just as it took a long time for
CS to break away from maths, weÕre now seeing similar problems of SA being treated as
a subset of CS.

This is also reflected at the corporate level, where software engineering research is rec-
ognized, but systems administration research is not. ItÕs a side effect of other research at
best.

Then thereÕs the minor problem that the industry is so massively short of capable sys-
tems administrators that the ones there are donÕt get much time to devote to research.

But I see this changing. The community as a whole is now recognizing the need for a
more disciplined approach to systems management. This is evidenced by the outsourc-
ing boom. IÕve also noticed the change in the nature of the papers at LISA over the past
five years. As a group, we are now ready to be introspective enough, and have enough
collective experience to recognize meaningful patterns, and to look at underlying
knowledge, skills, and abilities that form the basis of systems administration. The next
few years are going to be quite exciting.
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