WHAT IS THE INTERNET?

The Internet is a worldwide telecommunications system that provides connectivity for thousands of other, smaller networks; therefore, the Internet is often referred to as a network of networks. The Internet began in 1969 as a U.S. Department of Defense project. In 1986, the National Science Foundation took over the network and upgraded the "backbone" in the United States with high-speed, long-distance data lines.

Until the 1990s, the Internet was used primarily for research, education, and military purposes. Then it was opened up to commercial traffic, and, now, almost any individual or company can subscribe to a service on the Internet.

This Internet acts as a conduit to transport electronic messages from one network (such as FIRN) to another network (such as Tenet, an equivalent educational system in Texas). No one owns the Internet; the costs of operations are shared jointly by its users: educational organizations, government research agencies, the military, and commercial organizations.

An analogy for the Internet might be the Interstate freeway system. Both systems are designed for high-speed travel (of data or cars); both may appear to be "free" to the users (although we pay indirectly with our tax dollars); and both have a multitude of inputs and outputs (on-ramps and off-ramps) from smaller networks or smaller roadways. Neither the Internet nor the Interstate system is controlled or owned by a single entity, and both offer a variety of routes to get from Point A to Point B. A major difference between the two systems is that the Internet is global; it encompasses the world through networks that are connected through telephone systems, satellites, and high-speed data lines.

HOW BIG IS THE INTERNET?

It is difficult to measure the number of computers on the Internet because so many computers are connected to networks that are connected to the Internet. It is safe to estimate that as many as 50 million people use the Internet on a regular basis.

The connections available through the Internet offer such a vast amount of information that schools all over the world are seeking ways to obtain access. Through the Internet, you can search for information in many major, international libraries; you can obtain up-to-the-minute weather data and images; and you can send a message to the President of the United States (president@whitehouse.gov) or to school children in Israel.

