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GETTING CONNECTED

Over half of the households in America are connected to the Internet, even more have at least one computer in them. Computers are wonderful tools, which can remember things for us, calculate for us and let us see things in a visual manner, but one of the best features of computers is the ability to communicate to other computers. Naturally, if my computer can talk to your computer that means that I can communicate with you. The computer is analogous to a telephone. It is simply a device that we can use for communication. Unlike a telephone, computers can use many different methods for sending messages. Email is only a baseline medium. It can pass words, voice, music and even video messages. Moreover, your one email can go to millions of people with one click.

  
In order to use this wonderful medium, you need to be connected to the Internet. The Internet is a lot of networks connected to together, so you need to find a connection point. If you were trying to get a phone connected, you would contact the phone company, probably using someone else’s phone. To get connected to the Internet, you would contact an Internet Service Provider, known as an ISP. There are a number of ISPs available, but around here SoverNet is the most prevalent. 


When you are ready to connect, there are some decisions you need to make because you have choices about how you connect. Each has advantages and disadvantages, and of course, price is always one of the major concerns.  At the lower price end is the dialup service. You would most likely use 56kb modem to connect to your telephone line, which means that while you were connected to your ISP, your phone would be unavailable for voice calls. One way around this is get a second phone line, but this would cost more money. Moreover, if you use the phone plan that charges on per minute use, then you would probably use a lot of minutes for connecting to your ISP.

Thankfully, the ISPs provide local phone numbers to call.


Computer communications are measured in bits, not bytes like your disks are measured. If you have a 20 gigabyte disk in your computer, then you can store about 20 billion letters on your disk. This column has about six thousand letters including spaces. A kb is 1000 bits, so a 56kb modem, at best, will transfer one-eighth of 56,000 or 7,000

characters per second. For a number of reasons, you never get the best transfer rate, so you probably would end up taking a couple of seconds to get this article downloaded from some Internet site.


Other choices for connecting are available, much faster, but more expensive. The two most popular are Digital Subscriber Line (DSL) and Cable Modem, often called Broadband. DSL is usually by offered by the phone company, because it uses your existing phone line, and you can still talk on the phone while connected to the Internet. With cable, the connecting line would be the cable TV wires, which go to your home. This method has nothing to do with your phone lines.   Around here, you can get DSL through SoverNet because they have made arrangements with the phone company to offer this service. If you are lucky enough to have your cable TV provider offer Broadband, then you have this option as well. In Wilmington, Duncan Cable has an arrangement with SoverNet to provide Cable Modem access to his customers. Both of these options cost about $50 per month.


Either will give you get a network connection that is always on, no dialup required. You will a have modem that needs to be installed that will connect to your computer. The DSL option will also have a small connector attached to the phone line that will act as a filter to keep the network connection from interfering with your voice calls. The Cable Modem method will not interfere with your TV watching or your phone calls. Both operate much faster than dialup, but with slight differences. Your DSL line is dedicated to you until it reaches the phone company office, but your cable line will probably be shared by you neighbors, just as you cable TV line is. If you are the only one using the connection, you will get faster speeds, but as more folks use the shared line, your connection will start to slow down. Fortunately, it will take a lot of your neighbors producing a lot a network traffic for you to notice a slow down, because the bandwidth capacity is high. Think of bandwidth as a road where one-lane roads with low speed limits are slower than multi-lane highways with high speed limits. The highways can handle much more traffic.


While these three options are the most common, there are other ways to connect to the Internet, one is with a satellite dish, again like TV, and the other is with wireless, like your cell phone. The satellite dish approach is sometimes your only option because of where you live. Signals are bounced off of satellites that go to ground stations to provide TV or Internet access. Wireless is a fast growing method of connecting to networks, but it still requires a standard connection to the ISP. If you have a Cable Modem and a home network, which connects to it, the home network might be connected using wireless. Wireless is nice because you do not have run cables throughout your house to connect other computers within your home. 


Connecting to the Internet is now part of how our society works, making it important for us all to be connected. If you cannot afford your own PC and Internet connection, generally the public library offers access. Libraries have always been a great resource for information and access to the Internet is one of those resources. If you have children, they probably have access to the Internet at school and some of you may even have access at your job. However you do it, it is time to get connected. 

