Internet Basics

What is the Internet?

The Internet is the cabling, software, hardware and other infrastructure that connects millions of computers in networks around the world. People with Internet-connected computers can quickly share and transfer information back and forth. 
The World Wide Web itself is a large network of  pages that connect each other over the Internet. Web pages can also contain sound, video, and other multimedia elements. Pages are connected to each other using "hyperlinks" to make navigation simple and intuitive. But since most of us use the Web when we connect to the Internet, and because the two technologies overlap more every day, "the Web" and "the Internet" are coming to mean more or less the same thing to most people. 

How do I find something on the Internet?

Visit a search-engine Web site. Two of the biggest are www.google.com and www.yahoo.com. There are lots of other search engines, so if one doesn't work for you, try another one. The first page usually has a search box where you can type a word or phrase you'd like to locate. Use a word or combination of words that are likely to appear in the Web pages you'd like to see. 

For example, if you'd like to know about tuning a guitar, you might search for phrases like "tune guitar" and "6 string guitar tuning." 

Click the Search or Go button, usually just to the right of the search box, and a list of matching results appears. You may get thousands or millions of results. Each result has a short description or excerpt from a page on the Web, and a link to the page. Click the link to open a page. If you aren't satisfied with the list of results, narrow or broaden your search terms or try another search engine. 

Some search sites offer comparative shopping searches, searches for people, e-mail addresses, and other specialized search pursuits.

What's the difference between .com, .net and .org?

The letters after the "dot" in a Web address are the domain extension. The domain extension may tell you about a site's purpose or locale. For example, sites with a .com extension are often commercial sites. There are domain extensions for countries, such as .it for Italy, .dz for Algeria, .us for the United States, .to for Tonga. There are many other extensions now, including .biz, .tv and others, but the ones we see most often are the .com, .net, and .org. 

The original extensions were meant to indicate a Web address was being used for a business (.com), a charity or non-profit organization (.org), or for an Internet technology company (.net). As the World Wide Web grew, however, companies and individuals started to register their domains with all the extensions. Currently, .com, .net, and .org domain extensions are universally accepted for any type of Web address.

Why do some Web addresses start with "www" and others don't?

The "www" stands for World Wide Web and dates back to a time when some Web servers needed the "www" designation before they could serve up a Web page, and when browsers needed it before they could show you a Web page. Those servers and browsers have almost all been replaced, so the "www" doesn't matter much any more. There are still some pages on the Web that need it, so if a Web page doesn’t open without the" www," type it in and see if it works.

What is a browser and how do I use it?

A browser is a window from your computer into the Web. With a browser, you can generally view and interact with Web pages posted on the Internet: read content, listen to sound files or music, view images, even watch a movie. Two of the more popular browsers are Microsoft Internet Explorer and Netscape Navigator. 

You use a browser to navigate the Web by clicking links from one page to another or you can type a Web address (also known as a Universal Resource Locator or URL) into the address box on the menu bar at the top of your browser window. 

Remember to scroll down on Web pages. The page doesn't always fit in the window. And sometimes you'll need to scroll from side to side. 

Click the Back button to get to a page you viewed earlier. Your browser saves many pages for you to view again. Click the Forward button to move ahead in the list of viewed pages. If you find a page you'd like to remember, "Bookmark" it in Netscape or drop it into your Internet Explorer Favorites list. Click Help for more information about your browser and how to use it, or search the Internet to find other browser features and uses.

What is a browser menu bar?

The browser menu bar is at the top of your browser window just below the title bar. It has a box for typing addresses (called URLs), plus buttons and menus for many of the things you can do through your browser. As in most menu bars, the menu items drop down when you click the menu title. 

The browser menu bar for Internet Explorer has the following menu drop downs: File, Edit, View, Favorites, Tools, Help.

	



What is the Back button?

Use your browser's Back button to see the Web page you just viewed. Your browser keeps a list of the Web pages you've visited in the order you've visited them. The Back button, located on the browser's top menu, enables you to step backward through your list of recently visited sites. The Forward button does just the opposite, allowing you to move quickly up to the site you've most recently visited. 

You can also use the back button to make the most of a directory-style or search-site page: Click a link from among the list of links on the page. If the new page doesn't have the information you were looking for, use the Back button to return to the search page so that you can try another link.

Why would I want to use the Refresh or Reload button?

Use the Refresh or Reload button (the button with two green arrows moving in a circular motion for Internet Explorer and one curved arrow in Netscape Navigator at the top of your browser window) to begin reloading a Web page. Refresh a form if you have filled if you've made mistakes or would simply like to start over. Reload a page that has loaded with broken links. Often, refreshing or reloading a Web page re-establishes that page and allows you to view it as though you were opening the page for the first time. Many times pages are updated often (for example, sites with news on them) and this gives you the most current version of the page.
How can I open links on a Web page without using the mouse?

Use the Tab key to jump to the next link or text box on a Web page or form. You can often fill out a form by filling in a text box and then tabbing to the next box.

How do I download files?

”Download” means to go out on the Internet and “get” a file. Many sites offer files to download for free, or after registering with some personal information, or for sale. Be sure to study the site's privacy policy before deciding to give them your personal information. 

A button or link to the file is usually labeled "Download" or something similar, and a special download window appears with several options. One of the options is to save the file to your disk, which opens a window so you can navigate to a particular folder on your hard drive. Be sure to remember the name of the file and the the folder in which you are saving it. 

Some sites offer collections of shareware and freeware programs, graphics and other types of files for anybody to download. Use a search engine to find the site or the kind of file you want. 

"Freeware" is software that the developers give away for free. "Shareware" is usually low-cost software that you can use for a couple of weeks or months before the developers ask that you pay their fee. Many shareware fees are between $5 and $50. The period of time and amount of the fee are usually given before you download the program. 

Other sites allow peer-to-peer connections that enable you to connect directly to shared files on someone elses computer. 

Many download sites and files have been reviewed on the newsgroups and message boards. It may be a good idea to see what others have to say about a site before you visit it or about a file before you give it a home on your hard disk.

Are there folders I should avoid when downloading files and installing programs?

Avoid downloading and installing programs in the root directory or the operating system directory, because your computer uses them for running the computer. On Windows machines, those directories are usually called C:\ and C:\Windows. 

You can download a file to your Desktop. If you install a program on your desktop, though, your desktop could fill up with files, making it harder for you to find what you want and harder for the program to find what it needs to run efficiently. 

It's a better idea to download files into a folder you've created especially for downloaded files, so the downloads will be easy to find. You could name it, for example, "Downloaded files."

Are there any games to play on the Web?

There are countless games on the Web and various ways to play them. You can search the Web for free games to download and play by yourself on your own computer or you can play online with thousands of other players in a large role-playing Multi-User Dimension (MUD). 

You can engage in bridge tournaments, checkers or chess, backgammon, poker, or any number of card or board games. 

Many gaming sites are communities of like-minded people, brought together by the game itself, such as bridge players. Some people enjoy the community around the game. 

Be sure to protect yourself against viruses when downloading games. Some games require you to register with some personal information and while most people who host the gaming sites are diligent about maintaining privacy, be sure to read the privacy policy on the site before you register.

What is “chat”?

Chat is a conversation among several people. After you have registered at a chat room site, you choose a nickname to use as a chat-room participant. You can usually select from several chat rooms. A chat room can hold a certain number of participants, often up to 12 or 20, to allow everyone to join the conversation. 

When you are in a chat room, one part of the screen displays what you type, and another displays everyone's conversations to the room. There are other features in a chat room that allow, for example, private conversations between participants. 

Don't give out your e-mail address if the chat-room site doesn't say they'll keep it secure. Read the privacy policy before you commit to the site.
What is “instant messaging”?

Instant messaging has the feel of a chat room, where you type a conversation to a person (or "IM" each other), but you don't use a browser. You can set up instant messaging software so that you can IM any time you are online. The program alerts you when someone on your list IMs you. 

Everyone on an instant messaging service has a nickname, much like a chat room. You can have "buddy lists" of nicknames you can click to send an instant message, or you can send an instant message to anyone if you type the right nickname. An instant message can only go through if both parties are connected to the Internet. 

Some instant messaging programs allow you to share pictures, hold voice conversations, full two-way television access, and other features. 

More than one company makes instant messaging networks. Members of one instant messaging network cannot IM someone on another network; however, some third-party instant messaging software claims to be able to IM with all the networks. 

