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Getting Online

Getting Online

What is working online?

In a nutshell, working online simply means working on the Internet using electronic mail (e-mail) and the World Wide Web (WWW) as communication and information resource tools.
The E-mail

Conventionally there have been three ways to communicate: 

1) by telephone, 2) by fax, 3) by postal mail.

The e-mail in most cases proves to be a faster and more reliable way to communicate. 

e-mail v. telephone

The e-mail gives better deal in cost, accuracy and convenience. Long-distance calls can be very expensive during working-hours, especially when the topic at hand needs lengthy discussion. E-mail correspondence, in comparison, allows each party to be clear and precise on the subject. The written language encourages better organisation in expressing thoughts and feelings. All for just a few minutes worth of telephone connection to your local ISP (internet service provider).

e-mail v. fax

Compared to fax transmission, the e-mail is less costly and definitely more flexible. One e-mail message can be sent to hundreds of addresses in a single command. It then can as easily be forwarded, edited or stored without quality loss. An e-mail can carry multimedia files, such as audio, video and images. Because of the way the header of an e-mail works, you can always tell whom it is from (unless the sender deliberately rigs it for some malice intention).

e-mail v. postal mail

The most obvious advantage of using e-mail instead of snail mail is the little time it takes for your message to get to the other side. A normal letter can take a week to travel to the other side of the world, whereas an e-mail only needs a few minutes. Once received, it can be immediately replied at the press of a button. E-mail programs allow the respondent to retain all or part of the original message in the reply.

In addition to all that, e-mail allows the possibility of both manual and automated mailing lists, which is a kind of group-communication using the e-mail. 

The Web

The online net-encyclopedia Webopedia defines the World Wide Web (the Web, for short) as:

A system of Internet servers that support specially formatted documents. The documents are formatted in a language called HTML (HyperText Markup Language) that supports links to other documents, as well as graphics, audio, and video files. This means you can jump from one document to another simply by clicking on hot spots. Not all Internet servers are part of the World Wide Web. 

There are several applications called web browsers that make it easy to access the World Wide Web. Two of the most popular being Netscape Navigator and Microsoft's Internet Explorer. 

e-mail v. website

NetAction (www.netaction.org), an online training for virtual-activism, says that there is a difference between active and passive technique for communicating online. When you send an e-mail, whether it is a private message to one individual or an e-newsletter to a list of subscribers, you are DRIVING INFORMATION to others. Your message or e-newsletter shows up in their mailbox when they download e-mail. While you cannot be certain that your information will be read, you can count on it being delivered, just as you can count on the postal service to deliver your letters to your doorstep. This is an active form of electronic outreach.

In contrast, web pages are a passive form of outreach. The information that you post on a website is there for anyone to read, but they must visit your website in order to read it. In this sense, websites are more like bulletin boards in an office, or billboards on a highway. The reader must pass by the information in order to know it is there.

The E-mail
the active e-outreach
+

The Web
the passive e-outreach
Combining e-mail and website

E-mail and website can be integrated for maximum effectiveness as outreach tools. If you are sending an e-mail message or an e-newsletter, you can include a hyperlink to relevant URLs by typing the complete URL into the e-mail message text. It is also possible to include a “mail-to” hyperlink to an e-mail form in the text of an e-mail message. This makes it easy for readers to contact you. By point to the “mail-to”and double-clicking, the reader is taken to a new e-mail page pre-addressed to the contact address.

Outreach from websites can be enhanced, also. One way is by including e-mail forms that enable the reader to write to you directly from the website. Another is by including a link that lets the reader subscribe to a newsletter or action alert directly from the website. 

What do I need to go online?

Humanware

Electricity & Telephone Line

Software & Hardware
Humanware

Human(a)ware(ness)

Central in any communication activities is the human element. On the Internet, where physical appearance is virtually non-existent, what we say and how we say it count more in creating your online identity than what, who and where you are. There are areas of the human element that can play a decisive part in making your life online enjoyable.

Relaxed disposition

a relaxed disposition towards technology is prerequisite in getting ahead and around online. At the very least, you need to feel relaxed and in control of your hardwares and softwares, have a good idea of what the Internet is all about and what your purpose online is.

Literacy

Internet communication tools, both the e-mail and the web, operates mainly on the written language at the present technological stage. Thus the ability to read and write still stands as the dominant requirement to communicate online. Although non-English presence on the Net grows steadily, English remains the most widely used language on the Net till today simply because almost  

Health + Safety Conscious
Working online often involves sitting at the computer for hours at a stretch, worse still, on a regular basis. Stiff neck and backache are just some of the common complaints we hear about working long hours at the computer. Emerging technologies, however, has offered wireless communication to enable one to maintain access to the Internet while she’s on the go, but this is still a costly option in many countries. Regular exercise and proper meal breaks can help in keeping you on tip-top shape offline-online. Drinking lots of water is recommended during any long stretch of sitting.

Knowledge of English

With online communities concentrated largely on English-speaking parts of the world, the Internet is naturally a predominantly English-language environment. Basic knowledge of English will help in taking you farther and wider than what your local language online communities have to offer.

Netiquette-sensitive

Although the Internet is a network of hundreds of thousands of computer networks, in essence it is a virtual world where hundreds of millions of people are connected to each other. So when you are online, you are in a community of communities. Whatever you do or say online is an act of communication between two or more human beings. As such, the “golden rule”applies online as in our day to day real world. The codes of ethics applied in the virtual human communities are called “netiquettes”.

Software

The Internet is a world of its own. You cannot just walk in and get what you want. You need a computer with a set of software tools to work online:

Let’s not worry about the numerous software tools available out there. Let’s just concentrate on the basic requirements of using the two main Internet communication tools, which are the e-mail and the web. Below is the minimum set of softwares you need to install in your desktop computer:

An E-mail Client

e.g. Eudora, Pegasus, Outlook Express, Becky!

An e-mail client (programme) will basically do the following:

1) send and collect your e-mails from your ISP’s sever

2) manage your e-mails on your desktop

3) instruct your ISP’s server to carry out specific commands, such as deleting downloaded e-mails and blocking e-mails from specific senders.

A Web-browser

e.g. Netscape Navigator, Internet Explorer, Opera

A web-browser is a programme that lets you navigate with ease on the World Wide Web. It is built to recognise the web language (HTML) and translate it into text, pictures and colours on your monitor. Thus, the web-browser lets you see web-pages in their full glory on your desktop computer. Some browsers are equipped with a mailer which lets you send and receive e-mails from your browser’s window. As the web-pages roll with the latest multimedia technologies, web-browsers are diligently keeping abreast by allowing users to customise their choice of software plug-ins. These are added capabilities that will enable users to reproduce multimedia presentations (audio, video, audio-visual) on her desktop window. 

FTP Client

e.g. CuteFTP, WS-FTP

File Transfer Protocol (FTP) clients are programmes used to transfer files on the Internet. We could then say that FTP makes the Internet happen. It brings files to the Net (uploads) and it takes files from the Net (downloads). All online activities which involve uploading and downloading are done by FTP clients.

Security

e.g. Encrypter/Decrypter, Firewall

Online privacy and confidentiality is an issue that has created many legal and ethical debates in many parts of the world, or rather, the virtual world. To have a presence on the Net will in many cases mean exposing oneself to hackers and other cyber vandals. Unless you are secure, your identity, messages, information resources and web-pages are constantly in danger of vandalism and criminal acts. There are softwares that can help you browse the Net securely, set up a protected site, exchange messages/information secretly online, protect your identity on the Net. Or make a secure transaction online. 

Hardware

It is very easy to take for granted that the lifeline of any Internet connection is the telephone-line and electricity. The quality of an Internet connection will very much depend on them.

Computer

Familiarise yourself with specifications of your computer as this would affect the decisions you make when choosing additional hardwares to it. The specs you need to bear in mind:

1) operating system platform (windows, macintosh, linux)

2) RAM and harddisk capacity

3) microprocessor specs

4) soundcard and videocard specs

Modem

A modem is a device that translates the digital signals from your computer into analog signals that can travel over a standard phone-line. Those the scratchy sounds you hear from a modem speaker, which actually have meanings. A modem on the other end of the line can understand it and converts the sounds back into digital information. 

Modems come in different speeds and are measured in bps (bits per second). A 28.8 Kbps modem transmits data at speeds up to 28.800 bits per second. A 56 Kbps modem is twice as fast and the normal standard today. Why does speed matter? On the Internet, you are constantly exchanging data with other computers. Some of these digital files can be quite large. Naturally you want to have this exchange to happen as quickly as possible. 

Modems can be installed either inside your computer (internal) or connected to your computer’s serial port (external). Today, almost all computers are sold with an internal modem installed. The advantage of having an external modem is that when your computer freezes during an operation, you need not reset the whole computer, just the turn the modem off and on again. 

Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol

Standard computer protocols are a set of rules which enable communication between different kinds of computers. The Internet relies on TCP/IP protocols to serve information. Those providing information on the Internet must decide what protocol is most appropriate to convey their information to the intended audience. The major Internet protocols are:

- World Wide Web (HTTP) for multimedia information

- Gopher (GOPHER) for hierarchical menu display

- File Transfer Protocol (FTP) for downloading files

- Remote login (TELNET) to access existing databases

- Usenet Newsgroups (NNTP) for public discussions

- Electronic Mail (SMTP) for personal or mass mail correspondence

- Wireless Application Protocol (WAP) for wireless handheld devices

Some browsers can handle many protocols in their aspiration to become the universal client that can handle all the Internet information you need. 

Internet Service Provider

An Internet Service Provider (ISP) operates computers that are directly connected to the Internet. Customers use a modem to connect to these computers and, depending on their type of Internet account, either connect directly to the Internet or use software on the ISP’s computers to access the Internet. ISP access charges vary widely, so potential customers are urged to shop around thoroughly before choosing a service. Get your ISP’s technical support in configuring your computer’s modem and TCP/IP controls. 

Phone Dialer

To get connected to your ISP, your computer will need phone dialer software installed. To access your ISP account, or your personal “door” to the Internet, a username and a password are required. 
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