Backing Up Your Files
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Introduction

Everyone has heard the horror stories, right?  Fred was finishing up his dissertation one night when the power went out.  He figured he was ok, because he hadn’t really typed all that much.  When the power came back on, however, his computer would not start up.  Turns out a lightning strike had fried his machine – and Fred had no backups.  The dissertation was gone!

For anyone that does important work on a computer – and that is most of us these days – backing up your files is essential.  How effective would you be if your email, word processing documents, and contact database were wiped out? How many hours would it take to rebuild that information from scratch?

Backing up your data regularly is vital insurance against a data catastrophe. Unfortunately, this is a lesson that most people – like Fred above – learn only from experience. Developing a solid backup plan requires some investment of time, but the cost is far less than the nearly impossible task of recreating data for which no backup exists!

When should I back up?

There are really three situations in which a person needs to back up files.

1. Before getting a new computer, or before rebuilding your own computer


2. Before any hardware repairs


3. As a matter of routine

The final situation, while broad, is used to make a point – any time you are working with data that you cannot lose, it is imperative that you back up that data.

What should I back up?

Although, generally you should back up any files that you do not want to lose, there are certain types of documents on which you may want to focus.

· Documents
You should back up all documents that you have created, such as Word, Excel, PowerPoint, web pages, etc.


· Email messages
If you are downloading your email messages directly to your computer, you should back up.  It is important to also backup and attachments that came with email messages that you wish to keep.


· Bookmarks
To preserve bookmarks that you have created in Netscape or Internet Explorer, you will need to back up.


· Other program and system settings
This broad category includes things such as address books, program preferences, etc.  Although programs will often rebuild these files automatically, it may save time if you have significant changes saved.

It is not necessary to back up program files.  Applications, such as Office, Eudora, Netscape, etc., are better restored from the original media.

Where should I back up my files?

There are many choices of where you can back up your files.

· Floppy disks
Convenient, but limited in space.


· Zip disks
Convenient, but pricier than floppies; Becoming more and more standard in computers, and the Zip100 has more than 70 times the space of a floppy disk.


· Jaz disks
Inconvenient, and pricey; But holds 1-2 GB of data


· CDs
Cheap, but less convenient than floppies, or Zip disks; Need a CD-R or CD-RW; Holds 650-800 MB.

· Network storage
This is the method that we will focus on.  The College of Education offers faculty and staff server space to use to store files.  The advantages of this method will be discussed below.
Why network storage?

The College of Education offers a file server (called ED-NTS) to all faculty and staff that can be accessed from the building or from home.  This server is up nearly 100% of the time, and is also itself backed up each night.  The only cost associated with using the network storage is the time that you take to use it.  This is why it is my recommendation for backing up your files.

How can I access the network storage?

The COE network administrators have documentation made available on the OET website.  Rather than recopy that here, please look at the additional attachments.  These pages give the descriptions and URLs that you will need to learn about accessing the network storage.

Backup Scenarios

There are two general ways in which you can use the network storage to back up your files – individual backups or mass backups.  Of course, you can always use these in combination.

Individual backups

Backing up files individually means just that – you can copy files to the network storage as you work on them.  Let’s say you are working on a grant proposal that you have just created.  Once you have finished working on the document for the day, you may want to copy it to your private space on ED-NTS.  By the time you are ready to work on it the next day, this file exists in three different places – on your hard drive, on the network file space, and on the backup of the network file space.  Therefore, you should feel very confident that your file is safe.  However, you can see that it may be easy to confuse which of your files in the most current.  There are ways to address this – such as always checking the date of the file or using a naming convention so you can tell which version you are using.  Another possibility would be to work directly off of the network file space.  Instead of opening the file on your hard drive, you would open the file from your private space.  When saved, this file is already on the network file space, so there is no need to copy it afterwards.  HOWEVER, be aware that the file is being opened over the network – if the network would go down (which it very rarely does without warning), you would lose all changes that you had not saved.

Mass backups

Mass backup, on the other hand, refers to copying multiple files to the network storage at certain times.  For example, you may keep all of the files that you work on regularly in one folder (Windows users often have the majority of their documents saved in the My Documents folder).  Then it may be practical to copy this entire folder to the network storage once a week or so.  This way all changes you have made throughout the week to all of those documents will be saved.  Please note that you will often be prompted that there already exists a folder, and that files with the same name will be overwritten – this is fine, of course, if you are sure that your computer contains all of the most recent files.  However, if you have copied your work to the network storage – then gone home and worked off and saved to the server – and then come back to your computer at work, you will not see the most recent version of your file.  This most recent version exists on the server.  So if you were to copy that folder again, you would lose the changes that you made at home.

Both of these methods will work find, provided that you are careful – this is the most important part.  Take some time to figure out the best way to back up your files – it could definitely save you in the long run.

