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MS Access Database as Aid to Instruction

Database – what is it?

People use databases all the time although they may not always recognize them. When you enter grades into a software program or access your retirement account on the web you are typically pulling information that is stored in one or multiple databases. Databases are powerful tools for storing and analyzing information.


There are a lot of different databases. Many of them require knowledge of programming languages to utilize. Microsoft offers a database tool, Access, in their complete Office package. This program is commonly used in business to track orders, marketing information, mail lists etc. Some of these items could be tracked in Excel with less set-up time but Access allows you to build more complex relationships without knowing a programming language.

MS Access


Due to the widespread availability of Microsoft products and how well integrated these products are, Access is a good choice. There are a number of ways to use data recorded in Access. You can export to a spreadsheet or mail merge an address list to create labels in MS Word. With this in mind, the most important thing to do when setting up a database is to think about what information you need to track and how it all needs to be organized. 

If you want to create a mail list you need to decide how to organize the information so that it can be sorted according to your needs. Being able to sort by zip code for bulk mail may be a necessity. Below are two examples of the same information stored in different fields. Each field has a label to indicate what type of information is in that column. Each set of data, for example the name and address for John Doe, creates a unique record in the database

Example 1 – only 4 fields but you are not able to sort by last name, state or zip code

	Name
	Address
	City/Sate/Zip
	Country

	John Doe
	P O Box 1442
	Athens, GA 30607
	USA


Example 2 –  7 fields, allowing for sort by more fields

	First Name
	Last Name
	Address 
	City
	State
	Zip
	Country

	John
	Doe
	P O Box 1442
	Athens
	GA
	30607
	USA


Database design


Once you have thought about what type of information you need to track, it helps to draw out the fields and sketch a template for a data entry form (if you choose to use this option). This process is not unlike designing an internet site map. A data entry form is helpful if you are going to have someone else enter the information into records or if you need data prompts. It also ‘looks’ cleaner. There are a number of wizards and extensive help files to help you set up the relationships within Access so that your database will be useful to you.

Problem Tracking Example


As part of my applied project in adult education, I created a problem-tracking database that had four components:

· Table – where records are stored, sorted by fields

· Form – The form we use to add a new record to the database (see the screen shot following). Each entry box corresponds to a field in the table.

· Query – Setting up relationships between the fields to ‘ask a question’ of the information.

· Report – The format in which the query displays its sorted information.

Screen shot of data entry form:
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What are some uses to aid instruction? Here are a few examples:

· Maintain student addresses and contact information

· Annotated bibliography of favorite texts

· Equipment tracking

· Feedback from mid-class evaluations

· Budgets (real or samples for training)

· Any categorical data

Final Note


Setting up a database requires a lot of time and thorough design upfront. You need to weigh this ‘cost’ against the benefit of having the information the way you want it. In the Problem Tracking example, the upfront work was well worth having consistent data entry since approximately 50 users would be entering records into the database. The entry form minimizes the chance of someone accidentally deleting records or misunderstanding what information goes in which cell. As with any new software program, it takes time to learn the tools. Good luck on future database design!
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