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In the contemporary digital landscape, data is the most critical asset for any enterprise. Understanding the 

foundational principles of how this data is stored, organized, and retrieved is paramount for software developers, 

system administrators, and aspiring data scientists. The Microsoft Technology Associate (MTA) 98-364 

Database Fundamentalscertification served for years as the industry-standard benchmark for foundational

knowledge in Relational Database Management Systems (RDBMS). While the exam itself has transitioned into

newer certification paths, the core technical domains it covers—ranging from core database concepts to data

manipulation and administrative security—remain the bedrock of modern database engineering.

The Architecture of Relational Database Management Systems (RDBMS)

To understand database fundamentals, one must first grasp the architectural framework of an RDBMS. Unlike flat-

file storage, an RDBMS utilizes the relational model, which organizes data into formal tables consisting of rows

and columns. This structure is predicated on relational algebra, ensuring that data can be queried efficiently without

requiring the physical reorganization of the storage files.

At the heart of Microsoft SQL Server (the primary focus of the 98-364 syllabus) is the Storage Engine and the 

Query Engine. The storage engine manages the physical storage of data on disk, utilizing structures called Pages 

(typically 8 KB in size) and Extents(eight contiguous pages). The query engine, conversely, parses T-SQL

(Transact-SQL) commands, optimizes the execution plan, and executes the requested operations. Understanding

this separation is vital for troubleshooting performance bottlenecks and optimizing database I/O.

Core Database Concepts and the Relational Model

The relational model is defined by its ability to maintain Data Integrity. This is achieved through various constraints

and rules that prevent the entry of invalid data. Key concepts include:

•  Tables (Entities): The primary units of storage, representing a specific object class (e.g., Customers, Orders).

•  Columns (Attributes): The specific data points within a table (e.g., CustomerID, FirstName).

•  Rows (Tuples/Records): Individual instances of data within a table.

•  Primary Keys: Unique identifiers for each record in a table, ensuring no two rows are identical.

•  Foreign Keys: References to primary keys in other tables, establishing relationships between entities.

Deep Dive into Data Modeling and Normalization

One of the most complex yet essential aspects of database fundamentals is Normalization. Normalization is the 

process of organizing data to minimize redundancy and eliminate undesirable characteristics like insertion, update, 

and deletion anomalies. In a professional database environment, reaching the Third Normal Form (3NF)is

generally considered the standard for Online Transaction Processing (OLTP) systems.

The Stages of Normalization

The following table outlines the requirements for achieving the first three levels of normalization, which are critical



for any Database Fundamentals candidate to master:



Normal Form Requirement Description Technical Objective

1st Normal Form (1NF) Eliminate duplicate columns; create 
separate tables for related data; 
identify each row with a unique 
column (Primary Key).

Ensures atomicity of data (each cell 
contains only one value).

2nd Normal Form (2NF) Must meet all 1NF requirements; 
remove subsets of data that apply to 
multiple rows and place them in 
separate tables.

Eliminates partial functional 
dependencies (applies to composite 
keys).

3rd Normal Form (3NF) Must meet all 2NF requirements; 
remove columns that are not 
dependent on the primary key 
(transitive dependency).

Ensures that every non-key column is 
dependent only on the primary key.

While normalization improves data integrity, over-normalization can sometimes lead to performance degradation 

due to the excessive number of JOIN operations required to reconstruct the data. In Online Analytical 

Processing (OLAP) environments, such as data warehouses, practitioners often utilize Denormalizationto

optimize read performance at the expense of storage efficiency.

Creating and Managing Database Objects

Building a database requires the use of Data Definition Language (DDL). These commands define the structure

or "schema" of the database. For the MTA 98-364 curriculum, a deep understanding of the following objects is

required:

1. Tables and Data Types

Choosing the correct data type is a critical engineering decision. For example, using INT (4 bytes) instead of

BIGINT (8 bytes) when the expected range of values is small can save significant storage space over millions of

rows. Common SQL Server data types include:

•  Numeric: BIT, TINYINT, INT, BIGINT, DECIMAL/NUMERIC.

•  String: CHAR (fixed length), VARCHAR (variable length), NCHAR/NVARCHAR (Unicode support).

•  Temporal: DATE, TIME, DATETIME, DATETIMEOFFSET.

2. Views

A Viewis essentially a stored query that behaves like a virtual table. Views are used to simplify complex joins,

provide an additional layer of security by restricting access to specific columns, and present a unified interface to

the user without changing the underlying table structure.

3. Stored Procedures and Functions

Stored procedures are pre-compiled batches of T-SQL code. They offer several advantages, including performance

gains (via execution plan caching), reduced network traffic, and enhanced security (by preventing SQL injection

attacks).

Data Manipulation and T-SQL Fundamentals

Once the database structure is established, interacting with the data involves Data Manipulation Language (DML)

. There are four primary DML operations, often referred to as CRUD (Create, Read, Update, Delete):



1.  SELECT: Retrieves data from one or more tables. The power of the SELECT statement lies in its clauses: 

WHERE (filtering), ORDER BY (sorting), GROUP BY (aggregation), and JOIN (combining tables).

2.  INSERT: Adds new records to a table. Developers must ensure that all non-nullable columns are populated 

and that foreign key constraints are respected.

3.  UPDATE: Modifies existing data. A critical mistake in database administration is running an UPDATE 

statement without a WHERE clause, which results in the modification of every row in the table.

4.  DELETE: Removes records. Similar to UPDATE, the WHERE clause is vital. Alternatively, TRUNCATE can 

be used to remove all rows from a table more efficiently, though it is technically a DDL command and cannot be 

filtered with a WHERE clause.

Understanding JOIN Operations

Joins are the mechanism by which disparate tables are linked in a query. Mastery of join types is essential for

accurate data reporting:

•  INNER JOIN: Returns only the rows where there is a match in both tables.

•  LEFT (OUTER) JOIN: Returns all rows from the left table and the matched rows from the right table. Non-

matching rows from the right table return NULL.

•  RIGHT (OUTER) JOIN: Returns all rows from the right table and matched rows from the left.

•  FULL (OUTER) JOIN: Returns rows when there is a match in one of the tables.

•  CROSS JOIN: Produces a Cartesian product of both tables.

Advanced Performance Tuning: Indexing and Storage

As databases grow in size, query performance often degrades. To mitigate this, Indexingis employed. An index is

a data structure (typically a B-Tree) that improves the speed of data retrieval operations on a database table at the

cost of additional writes and storage space.

Clustered vs. Non-Clustered Indexes



Feature Clustered Index Non-Clustered Index

Physical Storage Determines the physical order of data 
in the table.

Maintains a separate structure from 
the data rows.

Limit Only one per table. Multiple allowed per table (up to 999 
in SQL Server).

Leaf Level Contains the actual data pages. Contains pointers to the data rows 
(RID or Clustered Key).

Effective indexing requires a balance. While indexes speed up SELECT queries, every INSERT, UPDATE, or

DELETE operation requires the index to be updated as well, which can slow down write-heavy applications.

Database Administration, Security, and Disaster Recovery

The role of a Database Administrator (DBA) involves ensuring data availability, integrity, and security. The MTA

98-364 exam emphasizes three core administrative pillars:

1. Security Management

SQL Server security follows a hierarchical model: Server -> Database -> Schema -> Object. Access is controlled 

via Logins (server-level) and Users (database-level). The principle of Least Privilegeshould always be applied,

ensuring users have only the minimum permissions necessary to perform their roles (e.g., db_datareader,

db_datawriter).

2. Backup and Restore Strategies

A DBA must prepare for hardware failure, human error, or cyberattacks. A robust backup strategy includes:

•  Full Backup: A complete copy of the entire database.

•  Differential Backup: Captures only the data that has changed since the last full backup.

3. The ACID Properties of Transactions

To ensure reliability, database transactions must adhere to the ACID properties:

•  Atomicity: The entire transaction succeeds, or none of it does ("All or nothing").

•  Consistency: A transaction transforms the database from one valid state to another.

•  Isolation: Concurrent transactions do not interfere with each other.

•  Durability: Once a transaction is committed, it remains committed even in the event of a system failure.

The Evolution of Microsoft Certifications: Beyond MTA 98-364

As mentioned in current technical documentation, Microsoft retired the MTA 98-364 exam on June 30, 2022. This 

shift reflects the industry's move toward cloud-based infrastructures and specialized data roles. For professionals 

who previously looked to the MTA 98-364 for career entry, Microsoft now offers the DP-900: Microsoft Azure Data 

Fundamentals.

While the 98-364 focused heavily on on-premise SQL Server instances, the DP-900 expands into cloud concepts, 

including Relational (Azure SQL Database, PostgreSQL, MySQL), Non-Relational (Cosmos DB), and Analytical

workloads (Azure Synapse Analytics, Power BI). However, the fundamental concepts—normalization, SQL syntax,

indexing, and security—remain identical across both certifications.



Practical Troubleshooting and Performance Optimization

In real-world scenarios, understanding database fundamentals is most critical during failure modes. Common

issues include:

•  Deadlocking: This occurs when two processes are waiting for each other to release a lock. DBAs must 

analyze the deadlock graph and optimize transaction sequences or isolation levels to resolve this.

•  Fragmentation: As data is modified, the physical order of data on disk can become disjointed. Regular index 

maintenance (Rebuild or Reorganize) is necessary to maintain performance.

•  Parameter Sniffing: SQL Server creates execution plans based on the first parameters passed to a stored 

procedure. If subsequent parameters have a vastly different data distribution, performance may suffer.

Modern database management requires a holistic understanding of how software interacts with hardware. By

mastering the core competencies outlined in the MTA 98-364 framework—structure, manipulation, and

administration—professionals are equipped to handle the complexities of both legacy on-premise systems and

modern cloud data architectures. As we move further into the era of Big Data and AI, the integrity of the relational

foundation remains the most critical component of a reliable technology stack. Whether you are managing an on-

premise SQL Server or a globally distributed Azure Cosmos DB instance, the principles of data types,

normalization, and transaction integrity will continue to be the primary drivers of technical excellence in the field of

data management.
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