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What is the Internet?

We live in the age of the computer, and there are growing demands on almost everyone to become
technologically literate. You may already use computer programs to create materials for classes, but you may
feel confused, or intimidated, by the publicity about the Internet and the jargons people use to talk about it.

The Internet -- alias the Net -- is also known as “cyberspace”, the “information superhighway”, and the
“online community”: all series of creative metaphors trying to define it. It has been considered as the most
significant development in communication tools since the invention of the printing machine. The World Wide
Web (WWW), which must be familiar to you, is one of the systems used on the Internet.

Basically, the Internet is a network of people and information, linked together by network cables or
telephone lines which are connected to computers. In fact, over 100,000 regional networks -- public and pri-
vate -- are currently connected to form this global communications system. This is the information super-
highway.

There are many ways to transport information on the Internet highway, through the various application
programs such as e-mail and the WWW.

All of these applications are based on a client / server relationship, in which your computer is the client,
and a remote computer is the server. Your computer asks for files, and formats the information it receives.
The information is actually stored on a remote computer, and is sent to you at your request, usually at the
click of a mouse.

All you need to join this system is a computer, a normal telephone line, a modem and an account with
an Internet Service Provider (ISP). Or if your computer is already connected to a Local Area Network (LAN),
you may smoothly access to the Internet through it.

Almost any computer can be used to connect to the Internet. However, this is your personal lane on the
information superhighway. The slower your computer is, the slower the traffic in your lane will be when
sending and receiving information. To take advantage in the Internet, it is necessary to have a powerful PC.

Now let's see a bit of history of how the Internet came into existence. In a nutshell, the first version of
the Internet was established during the 1960s in the United States. It was called ARPAnet or a defence de-
partment network.

One computer was linked to another to share information. Gradually, more computers were added to
the network, and people began to send simple messages over the network to distant colleagues. At that time,
this incredible communications base was adopted by the academic community. With vast improvements add-
ed by European computer wizards, it became the friendly tool we call the Internet today.

As a form of international communication, the Internet has been in constant expansion since 1973,
when the ARPAnet was first connected to the United Kingdom and Norway. Much of northern Europe was
connected to the Net in the early 1980s. Japan and Canada soon followed suit. And then in the late 1980s the
real growth began as Australia, Iceland, Israel, Italy, Mexico and New Zealand joined the Net.

The early 1990s saw many countries in South America and Asia, as well as Eastern Europe, gain ac-
cess to the Net. The first countries connected from the African continent were Tunisia and South Africa, but
others soon followed. By 1992, even Antarctica was officially online. Currently every nation has some type of
connection to the Internet, though access may be highly restricted and extremely expensive. For many people
in the world, having a PC requires money far beyond their annual income.

Because of its origin in the United States, most of the communication via the Internet takes place in
English. The users of the Internet are not only English native speakers. It is said that more than 70% of infor-
mation is exchanged in English on the Internet. The reason why English is a common language is perhaps due
to the multilingual nature of its user base. Researchers suggest that this will change as the Internet becomes
more popular. For the moment, however, English is the world wide language. This is what makes it such a
perfect tool for English learners.

Excerpts from: Teeler, D. (2000) How to Use the Internet in ELT. Longman. Adapted by CL
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