Vermilion has used a central server for student records since 1989. When we were considering Jpams, we wanted to continue the centralized model. I have no experience with the distributed model, so I can not give you a comparison. 

Until the latter half of this year, our wide area network was T1 lines from BellSouth in a star configuration with the school board office as the center of the star. We now are using a Wireless WAN from Detel. The school board link is 200 Mbps, and each school link is 23 Mbps. The wireless is new to us, and there have been some outages. It is still being "tweaked" for optimum performance. The T1 lines at 1.5 Mbps were adequate to serve Jpams to the schools, so I am confident the Wireless Wan will allow for growth in services when it settles down. 

Vermilion has 18 schools (20 before Rita), about 9000 students, 650 teachers, and 150 administrators and staff. The teachers use JGradebook and WebGradebook. The usage is distributed across the 7-period day, so there are seldom more than 100 users active at any time. The server has dual 2.4 gHz processors and 6 GB of memory. The 5 disks are 15K RPM SCSI with hardware RAID. Two drives are mirrored (RAID 1) and contain the operating system. The PostgreSQL database is on a 3 disk RAID 5 file system. On two separate occasions we have had a drive fail. A new drive was hot-swapped with absolutely no down time. 

One thing I would highly recommend for a central system is backup power. The utility power may be out at the school board office, but not at the schools, especially in neighboring towns. We have an APC Symetra UPS providing filtered power to the servers in our Computer Center. It is augmented by a 10 kVa diesel generator. The generator will run as long as it has diesel. The Vermilion Parish web sever never went down for Hurricane Rita. The Jpams server was packed away in an interior room on the second floor. ;>) 
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