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INTRODUCTION: THE LEGACY OF THE MICROSOFT CERTIFIED SYSTEMS
ADMINISTRATOR (MCSA)

In the ever-evolving landscape of information technology, certain certifications have stood as
milestones that define a professional’s career. Among these, the Microsoft Certified Systems
Administrator (MCSA) credential has long been recognized as a gold standard for IT professionals
managing Microsoft-based environments. For over two decades, obtaining the MCSA, often spelled
out as Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa, demonstrated a deep, practical
understanding of Windows Server administration, networking, and security. While Microsoft officially
retired the MCSA certification path in early 2021, its impact on the IT industry and the knowledge it
imparted remain highly relevant. This article explores the complete landscape of the Microsoft
Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa—its structure, benefits, exams, career value, and how
professionals can leverage its legacy in today’s cloud-first world.

WHAT IS THE MICROSOFT CERTIFIED SYSTEMS ADMINISTRATOR (MCSA)?

The Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator (MCSA) certification was a mid-level credential
offered by Microsoft for IT professionals who needed to demonstrate proficiency in implementing,
managing, and troubleshooting existing network and system environments based on Microsoft
Windows Server and client operating systems. Unlike a systems engineer certification, which
focused on planning and design, the MCSA was built for day-to-day administration. The Microsoft
Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa certification typically required passing two to three
exams covering core technologies such as Windows Server installation, storage, networking, and
Active Directory.

Many professionals pursued the Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa as a stepping
stone toward the more advanced Microsoft Certified Solutions Expert (MCSE) credential. However,
the MCSA stood on its own as a valuable validation of hands-on skills. It was particularly popular for
roles such as network administrator, system administrator, and IT support specialist, where daily
tasks involve maintaining servers, managing users, and ensuring uptime.

Differences Between MCSA and Other
Microsoft Certifications

To understand the unique place of the Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa, it
helps to compare it with other Microsoft credentials. The Microsoft Certified Solutions Associate
(MCSA) was not to be confused with the Microsoft Certified Technology Specialist (MCTS), which
focused on a single technology. The MCSA required a broader skill set spanning multiple domains.
Additionally, the MCSA was role-based, unlike the older MCSE which was more architect-level. The
retirement of MCSA has led many to pursue role-based certifications like the Microsoft 365 Certified:
Modern Desktop Administrator Associate or Azure Administrator Associate, but the foundational
knowledge from the MCSA remains complementary.

HISTORY AND EVOLUTION OF THE MCSA CERTIFICATION

The Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa certification was first introduced in the
early 2000s to replace the earlier Microsoft Certified Professional (MCP) track. Over the years, it
evolved through multiple versions of Windows Server, including Windows Server 2003, 2008, 2012,
2016, and 2019. Each new iteration brought updated exams that reflected changes in server
operating systems, from the introduction of Server Core to the integration of Hyper-V and Software-
Defined Networking.

Microsoft's decision to retire the MCSA, along with the MCSE and MCSD certifications, in January
2021 was a strategic shift toward role-based certifications that align with cloud and hybrid
environments. The company announced that the Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator
Mcsa would no longer be offered, encouraging professionals to transition to certifications such as
Microsoft Certified: Azure Administrator Associate or Microsoft 365 Certified: Enterprise
Administrator Expert. Despite this, many organizations still regard the MCSA as a powerful
indicator of foundational competence, and exam preparation materials remain widely available.

BENEFITS OF EARNING THE MCSA CERTIFICATION

Even in its retired state, the Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa certification offers
several enduring benefits. First, it provides a structured learning path that covers essential server
administration concepts that are timeless: networking fundamentals, storage management, security
policies, and identity management using Active Directory. These skills are directly transferable to
cloud platforms like Azure and Microsoft 365, which often require understanding of on-premises
concepts.

Second, professionals who already hold the MCSA can use it to fulfill prerequisites for certain higher-
level certifications. Microsoft has provided bridging exams to transition from MCSA to newer role-
based credentials. For instance, an MCSA in Windows Server 2016 could help qualify for the Azure
Solutions Architect track via an upgrade path.

Third, the Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa certification is still recognized by
employers worldwide. Many job postings for system administrators list MCSA as a preferred
qualification, especially in companies that maintain on-premises or hybrid infrastructures. Having
the credential on a resume can differentiate a candidate from others who lack formal validation of
their skills.

EXAM STRUCTURE AND REQUIREMENTS FOR THE MCSA

The Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa certification typically required passing two
or three exams, depending on the specific track. For example, the MCSA: Windows Server 2016 path
consisted of three exams:

e Exam 70-740: Installation, Storage, and Compute with Windows Server 2016
e Exam 70-741: Networking with Windows Server 2016
e Exam 70-742: |dentity with Windows Server 2016

For the MCSA: Windows Server 2012, the exams were 70-410, 70-411, and 70-412. The MCSA:

Microsoft Dynamics 365 and other specialized tracks had their own exam sets. Each exam lasted
about 120 minutes and included multiple-choice questions, case studies, and performance-based
labs that simulated real-world administration tasks.

Because the Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa certification is now retired, these
specific exam numbers are no longer offered. However, individuals can still study the underlying
content using retired exam study guides and use that knowledge to prepare for current Microsoft
role-based exams like AZ-800 (Administering Windows Server Hybrid Core Infrastructure).

CORE SKILLS VALIDATED BY THE MCSA

Earning the Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa required mastery of several key
domains. Below are the primary skill areas that candidates needed to demonstrate:

Active Directory and lIdentity Management

Active Directory is the backbone of most Windows Server networks. The MCSA required deep
knowledge of domain controllers, group policy, user and group management, DFS, and certificate
services. Understanding how to design and troubleshoot AD is still critical for hybrid cloud
architectures.

Server Installation and Storage

Candidates needed to perform clean installations, upgrade servers, manage disk volumes, configure
RAID, and implement storage spaces. Skills in storage management are directly applicable to Azure
file shares and storage accounts.

Networking Fundamentals

The MCSA covered TCP/IP configuration, DNS, DHCP, IPAM, network policies, and remote access
solutions like DirectAccess and VPNs. These networking skills are essential for configuring virtual
networks in Azure and on-premises connectivity.

Virtualization and Hyper-V

With the increasing adoption of virtualization, the MCSA required knowledge of Hyper-V, virtual
switches, live migration, and high availability. This foundation helps professionals understand Azure
virtual machines and Azure VMware solutions.

Security and Compliance

Topics such as Windows Defender updates, group policy security settings, account policies, and
encryption (BitLocker, EFS) were part of the MCSA. Security expertise remains vital for securing both
on-premises and cloud environments.

CAREER OPPORTUNITIES FOR MCSA HOLDERS

Even after retirement, the Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa certification opens
doors to various IT roles. Common job titles that align with the MCSA include:

* Systems Administrator - Managing Windows servers, user accounts, and backups.

e Network Administrator - Overseeing switches, routers, and network services like DNS and
DHCP.

 IT Support Engineer - Handling escalated issues related to servers and infrastructure.

» Active Directory Specialist - Focusing on identity and access management.

e Cloud Administrator - Leveraging MCSA knowledge to manage hybrid or cloud-only
environments.

According to data from PayScale and Glassdoor, system administrators with an MCSA certification
often earn higher salaries than non-certified peers. The credential signals to employers that the
candidate has undergone rigorous testing and has a proven ability to manage complex Microsoft
environments.

HOW TO PREPARE FOR THE MCSA (RETIRED PATH)

Though the Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa exams are no longer active,
candidates can still use the following methods to study the material and apply it toward current
certifications:

1. Use Official Microsoft Press Books: These training guides for exams like 70-740, 70-741,
and 70-742 are still excellent resources. They cover concepts that are directly transferable to
hybrid administration.

2. Leverage Online Training Platforms: Platforms like Pluralsight, Udemy, and LinkedIn
Learning offer courses that map to the MCSA objectives. Many of these courses have been
updated to also cover Azure equivalents.

3. Practice with Virtual Labs: Set up a lab environment using Hyper-V, VirtualBox, or Azure
free tier to practice installing Windows Server, configuring AD, joining clients, and managing
DNS.

4. Take Practice Tests: Websites like MeasureUp and Boson provide practice exams for retired
MCSA tests. These help validate knowledge and identify weak areas.

5. Transition to Current Certifications: After studying MCSA content, pursue the Microsoft
role-based certifications that replace MCSA. For example, take AZ-800 (Windows Server
Hybrid) and AZ-801 (Configuring Windows Server Hybrid Advanced Services) to earn the
Microsoft Certified: Windows Server Hybrid Administrator Associate certification.

ALTERNATIVES TO THE MCSA IN TODAY’S LANDSCAPE

Since the Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa is retired, IT professionals looking
for Microsoft validation should consider the following modern certifications:

* Microsoft 365 Certified: Modern Desktop Administrator Associate - Focuses on
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Windows 10/11 and Microsoft 365 management. pivot rather than start from scratch.
* Microsoft Certified: Azure Administrator Associate - Covers Azure resources, storage, CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING RELEVANCE OF THE MCSA
networking, and identity. U ) U

* Microsoft Certified: Windows Server Hybrid Administrator Associate - The direct The Microsoft Certified Systems Administrator Mcsa certification may no longer be available
successor to the MCSA for Windows Server, covering both on-premises and Azure hybrid for new candidates, but its legacy lives on in the skills it validated and the careers it launched. IT
scenarios. professionals who earned the MCSA have a strong foundation in server administration, networking,

* Microsoft Certified: Identity and Access Administrator Associate - Deep focus on Azure  and security that remains applicable in hybrid and cloud environments. For those considering a
AD, security, and identity governance. career in Microsoft technologies, the best approach is to study the comprehensive MCSA material

and then pursue the current role-based certifications that align with modern infrastructure demands.
Whether you hold the MCSA or are just starting your journey, the knowledge behind this esteemed
certification will always be a valuable asset in the world of IT.

Each of these certificates requires passing two exams and builds on the same foundational
knowledge that the MCSA provided. For professionals who already hold an MCSA, Microsoft offers
free or discounted upgrade paths for some of these newer certifications, making it worthwhile to
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