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Syllabus Plus Data
Adaptor

How does the SPDA work: A technical overview

The Syllabus Plus Data Adaptor has been developed by Scientia to enable the rapid and reliable integration of Syllabus Plus
with an ODBC compliant data source. It allows the development of any number of links between Syllabus Plus and external
systems such as Student Records and Personnel.

Background
Scientia has been developing a number of solutions in recent years to enable Syllabus Plus to transfer data. Data integration
has been possible in the following ways:

• The Universal Exchange Format (UEF) is based on a flat text file which encodes the data using a standard developed by
Scientia.

• Scientia then developed the Agents scripting language which meant that Syllabus Plus could read from and write to ODBC
data sources such as Access and Oracle databases.

• The COM interface to Syllabus Plus moved towards a more flexible programmatic interaction between Syllabus Plus and
other systems.

• Building on the COM interface, the Syllabus Plus Data Adaptor has now been developed. The SPDA provides all the
necessary tools to produce a working link, including incremental updates and the ability to decide which system owns
what data.

The SPDA has three main areas which define the link and how it works.  These are:

Link Definition File
The Link Definition File (LDF) is a simple text file and defines the mapping between the third party database and Syllabus Plus.
Because the file is text it makes the maintenance of the link extremely easy and low cost. The LDF tells the SPDA which
columns in which tables map to which properties of Syllabus Plus COM objects.

Within the LDF you can define basic mappings for each object, for example names, descriptions and owning departments.  You
can also define relationships such as mandatory and optional modules on a Programme of Study.  Finally it is possible to
define requirements for an Activity, and when scheduled, the actual allocations.

Due to the structure of the LDF the same file can be used to import and export data. This means that while creating a link into
Syllabus Plus you are actually creating a link from Syllabus Plus to the third party software.

Finally within the LDF it is possible to set up protocols which are used to determine how data is handled within the transfer.
These enable operations such as updating only the newest data and also marking for deletion within Syllabus Plus.

Link Helper Functions
Within any link it is highly unlikely that all the data will map directly between one system and another. Certain information
such as names and descriptions could be a straight mapping from one system to another, but data concerning week patterns
and scheduled days may not map directly.
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For instance, in one system the scheduled
day may be stored as a three character
string such as “MON” while in Syllabus
Plus the day is stored as a number from 0
(Monday) to 6 (Sunday). This is where a
Link Helper Function (LHF) can be used;
these are functions written in a COM-
compliant programming language, such
as Visual Basic. The LHF is a compiled
‘dll’ which is loaded into the SPDA on
start up. The functions within can then be
called in the LDF, and used to transfer the
data instead of a straight mapping call.

Having LHFs makes the SPDA an
incredibly flexible tool with the ability to
make any data transformations required
as part of the transfer process.

The SPDA
The SPDA itself controls the link
between the set of transfer tables and
the Syllabus Plus image.  Within the
user interface it is possible to set which
LDF you want to use, so using one
installation of the SPDA you can run multiple links.  The UI also controls which database you
wish to connect to, and hence the position of the transfer tables.

From the LDF the SPDA works out which objects you can transfer. You can then set
ownership of each object ensuring data only travels in the correct direction.  This
relationship can be changed at any time so if requirements of the link change there is no
need to change the LDF.

How is the SPDA Delivered?
The SPDA is delivered as a Developers’ Kit.  This enables you to create any number of links
to other systems within the Institution, so you could develop a link to the Student Record
System and then another link to the Human Resources system getting different data.

If you have the relevant experience within your institution you can develop these links using
the Developers Kit, alternatively Scientia will offer help on developing these links at our
normal consultancy rates.

The SPDA itself is fully supported and maintained, however any link solution that you create
with the SPDA will not be supported by Scientia. If instead you wish Scientia to create the
link and maintain it, then we can offer this as a link solution.

Technical Overview
Scientia has already been in discussion with a number of Student Record Suppliers
concerning links to their systems using the SPDA.  This means we have considerable
expertise in the field of linking systems and can therefore offer good advice on how to build
a potential link.

Systems to which we have already linked using the SPDA include:

• FS (A Norwiegian Student Record System), and SCT Banner, as well as numerous
univertity in-house systems.

Further Information
For further information about the SPDA, in the first instance please contact one of the
Scientia offices detailed on this page. If you are an existing Syllabus Plus user and are
interested in additional information about the technical aspects of the SPDA, please contact
Scientia’s UK Support Helpdesk: Telephone 01223 421331 or Email: support@scientia.com.
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