The content of this document is not intended to be an all inclusive document but rather it should be used as a guide to assist in the diagnosis of your printing environment.

Diagnosing a print server.
SMBradley.com
03/06/2009
DRAFT 1.1
Make sure you have reviewed my NLB Printing document as it touches on additional print details that I do not intend to cover here.

Lets assume you have an existing infrastructure that has degraded or where users are complaining of degradation.
I try to keep in mind that from the end user’s perspective “Perception is Reality”.

If the user can not print then the server may as well be down from their perspective.

Symptoms are never random. We call them random when we have not collected enough data to identify the trigger. This paper is a work in progress and should help you to collect that data.
The quickest path to diagnosis is to take a large problem and divide it into smaller chunks that allow you to isolate the symptoms.

To accomplish this we need to develop a few basic troubleshooting questions related to the environment.
Just like we learned in school everything has the 5 W’s. Who, What, Where, When and Why.

In our case if we can identify enough of the first 4 W’s the 5th (Why) rises to the top.

· What is different? 

· What has changed from then to now?
  The worst thing you could do is say “Nothing has changed”.
  If nothing changed you would not need to be diagnosing the service.

· Who is impacted and who is not impacted?
  Is the symptom limited to a subnet or geographical region?
Are MS word docs printing slow and Excel printing fine?
Are specific printers slow or are all printers slow?

· Remember to define SLOW and make sure everyone agrees on it


· What is different between the impacted and the non-impacted?

· When did the symptoms begin and did they all happen in the same time frame?

· Etc..

You will develop your own series of questions but you need to keep copious notes.

Assuming the problem is not already identified by now lets proceed….

A known good and a known bad:


Start by capturing a multi-page print job that you can use to reproduce the symptoms.

It is often best to have a user submit a sample they express as having symptoms.

This can give you a sample to print while diagnosing and when you feel you have the solution applied.

Save your sample in its native format as well as plain text or in a simplified state.

Obviously not all documents can be saved as plain text. With PowerPoint or Excel you can save the original and then strip out the special fonts and save that as a simplified sample. Watch out for PDF files as they can be tricky as well. When a PDF is created the user can elect to not include the fonts. This reduces the size of the PDF file but it forces the printer to substitute fonts if they are not local and this WILL lead to delays in printing.

Comparing apples to apples- (Print Drivers):
Make sure the client is using the same driver as the server. With MS print servers they depend on MS Point & Print. If you are going to support MS print server you should review this feature set. With MS print infrastructures the latest driver wins but the challenge is how the “latest driver” is identified. 

Make your life easier and VERIFY the driver versions match on both the server and the client. Helpful users and technicians will often download the latest drivers from the web and unintentionally throw you a curve.

If you find the drivers out of whack on the client, I recommend removing the drivers from the client before you proceed.

To accomplish this you may need to delete the client (local) queues that are using that driver or you can temporarily move them to Generic/Text. This frees up the driver for deleting. You may also need to restart the client’s spooler to release the file for deletion.

If you had to fix driver versions this is an ideal point to recheck the symptoms.

Server queue or local queue:

Build a direct IP queue on the client that complements the server queue.
Have the client print the original to both the server and the direct IP queue.

Have the client print the plain text (simplified) version to both the server and the direct IP queue.

Time the process from when you submit the job until the last page prints for each queue path and each sample.
You are looking for one to be obviously faster than the other.
Do the symptoms follow one path over the other?

No? This definitively rules out the server as the principal source of the delay.

Yes? Now we have something to work with.

Start by asking the 5W’s again.

Can you reproduce the symptoms on multiple clients?

At this point it may be easier to create a ZIP file of your sample files so you can send them to a vendor for review if you need to and it also can make it easier to maintain consistency of testing.

Server path delays:

Printing requires very high disk IO since 100% of the job is written to the spooler file on the “server”.

If you are using a glorified PC/Workstation as your print server it may lack the disk subsystem to support your clients.

There is nothing wrong with a processor hitting 100% as long as it does not hang there. Yes it is always better to have head room.

Check your network cards and switch ports for congestion or errors.

Be aware that you may clear one symptom only to expose the next...

Example:

  Your network card may be dropping packets causing slow transmission of jobs.

Solving that may shift the bottleneck onto the processor or disk subsystem.

  Are you on a switched network or daisy chained hubs?

  Is your server full duplex or half duplex?

  10Mb, 100MB or Gig?

Make sure you are using the latest revision of print drivers.

Today print vendors don’t recommend upgrading queues. They want us to rebuild queues.

Best of luck

Mark
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