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Getting Connected
Ready to expand your world by connecting to the Internet? Here’s help with the choices you’ll have to make.

B Y  L E S L I E  H O F F M A N  &  J P  F R E N Z A

o get connected, you need
to do two things. The first is to

establish Internet access for 
people in your organization. The

second is to set up space on a Web server
so that others can access information
about your nonprofit.

This article takes a look at how you
connect to the Net. Next issue we’ll dis-
cuss the logistics involved in setting up a
Web server.

NO, THE INTERNET IS
NOT THE WEB

To understand how to get connect-
ed, you need to know what the Internet
is, what it isn’t, how it works, and why
it’s so cost-effective. This knowledge will
help you make the best choices for your
organization.

Put simply, the Internet is a global
network of computer networks. The
term Internet actually refers to the physi-
cal wires and cables that make up the
network. 

Today’s Internet evolved out of a
communications network created for sci-
entists and the military to share data.
The idea was that the system would be
decentralized—one computer in
Washington, one in California, one in
New York. That way, if one computer
failed, or was under attack, the rest could
continue to share information. If you
work in a small office you can under-
stand how the Internet works: You and
your co-workers probably have a small

network on which you share one printer.
If one machine is out of service, the rest
can still access the printer (see Figure 1).

That early network of scientists and
military personnel formed the basis of
what we now know as the Internet. More
and more computers were added as
members of government, universities,
businesses, and the nonprofit community
joined in. The network grew quickly,
soon encompassing the entire globe (see
Figure 2).

Many people think that the Internet
is the same as the World Wide Web, but
it’s not. The Web is the part of the
Internet that allows information transfer
in a multimedia format—text, pictures,
sound, and video. You don’t even enter

the Web for some things, such as e-mail-
ing messages—one of the most popular
uses of the Internet. With e-mail, you can
create messages in a text format and
send them to anyone with an e-mail
account anywhere in the world—all with-
out ever accessing the Web. The Web,
therefore, is considered a subset of the
Internet, although it’s the fastest growing
part of Internet use.

TWO PRINCIPLES OF
CONNECTING TO THE

INTERNET

When it comes to understanding
your Internet connection, keep in mind
two important points:

PEOPLE and technology

T

Figure 1

In the beginning, the goal was to

make the Internet a true network

where computers from a wide geo-

graphic area could connect.

Figure 2

Today the Internet is truly global

and represents hundreds and thou-

sands of computer networks.



1. The Client-Server
Relationship Is Key.

We don’t know why computer lan-
guage has to be harder than everyday
English, but it’s certainly true when it
comes to the Internet. Client-server rela-
tionships is computerspeak for the fact
that there are two types of computers on
the Internet: clients and servers. When
you’re accessing the Internet, you’re a
client. Clients are computers which dial
up and connect to the Internet to access
information. For example, if you connect
to the Internet and log in to CNN’s Web
site, you and your computer are acting as
a client. 

Servers, on the other hand, are con-
nected to the Internet to distribute infor-
mation. Servers can serve e-mail, in
which case they are mail servers, or they
can serve Web pages, in which case they
are Web servers. When you connect to
the Internet you, your computer, your
modem, and your phone line are negotiat-
ing a client-server relationship.

2. The Client Is Local.
The Server Is Global.

When you make a local phone call,
you dial into a system that recognizes
your phone number and the number
you’re calling and bills you accordingly.
When you make a long-distance phone
call, the same thing happens except that
the bill is higher. You’re charged depend-
ing on where you are, where the person
you’re calling is, and how long you’re on
the phone. 

The Internet doesn’t work that way.
You (the client) access the Internet at the
point nearest your office. That means
that whenever you access the Internet,
it’s a local call. Which brings up point
number one: Clients (you) are local. 

Once you’ve dialed a local number
and accessed the Internet, everything you
do is global. If you live in New York, you
can access a Web site (server) in Arizona,
Costa Rica, or Japan. As a client, you
connect to the Internet locally but once
you’re on the network you can access
information globally—all for the price of
that local phone call.

Finally, Internet access isn’t charged
by the minute. It used to be, but most
Internet service providers don’t price
their services that way any more. So your
local call gives you worldwide access
without charging by the minute. That
capability is why the Internet has gone
from technological novelty to household
word in a very short time.

CONNECTING TO
THE NET

To connect to the Internet, you need
a computer, a modem, software (usually
free with your computer or modem), and
an Internet service provider, or ISP. What
does the ISP do? 

Think of the ISP as a hub. The ISP
purchases phone lines and connects
them to hardware (modems and routers).

That hardware is linked directly or indi-
rectly to the actual Internet network.
When you open an account with an ISP,
you get a phone number that’s local to
your area. (If you don’t get a local num-
ber, get another ISP!) Your phone num-
ber is input into a field in your modem’s
control panel. When your modem dials
the number, it makes a connection to the
ISP’s hardware which then grants you
access to the system and lets you con-
nect to the Internet (see Figure 3). 

The faster your computer’s modem,
the faster your access to the Internet will
be. Typical modem speeds are 14.4, 28.8,
and 56K. If you’re thinking of purchasing
a modem to access the Internet, get the
fastest modem that you can afford. Two
years ago, most people on the Internet
used 14.4 modems. Today, 28.8, 56K, and
ISDN (a very fast digital connection) are
quickly becoming the standard.

TYPES OF INTERNET
SERVICE PROVIDERS

There are three basic types of ISPs.
Let’s take a look at each and review their
pros and cons.
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Figure 3

Think of your ISP as a tollbooth collector. For a fee you pass through the

tollbooth and access the Information Superhighway.

Your local call gives you worldwide access without 
charging by the minute.
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1. Proprietary ISPs
In this category are such ISPs as

America On-Line (the largest ISP in the
country), the Microsoft Network (MSN),
and CompuServe. These proprietary ISPs
offer some clear advantages and only a
few (but significant) disadvantages:

Advantage 1: They aren’t expen-
sive. America On-Line (AOL) offers full-
Internet access for $19.95 per month for
unlimited usage. 

Advantage 2: They’re easy. AOL’s
software is a fairly foolproof way to
access the Net. You get the software for
free, and installation is simple. You can
be on the Internet in less than 15 minutes
using a service like AOL.

Advantage 3: AOL has unique con-
tent. Hundreds of magazines and services
are available on-line only for AOL cus-
tomers. 

Advantage 4: AOL has hundreds of
local phone numbers. No matter where
you are, therefore, there’s bound to be a
local number you can use. And when
you’re traveling, you can select a local
number in the area and still access the
Internet and your e-mail.

Disadvantage 1: Large proprietary
ISPs have modeled their business on get-
ting as many customers as they can. AOL,
for example, has eight million sub-
scribers. Sometimes the company doesn’t
have adequate equipment to provide con-
nections for all its customers. If too many
people dial the same number to get
access, they get a busy signal (this was
the case when a group of subscribers
recently sued AOL for lack of service
because they couldn’t access the Internet
for hours or even days at a time). 

Disadvantage 2: Proprietary ISPs
often don’t have the latest and best tech-
nology available. Therefore, you may

have a fancy new 56K modem but your
connection through AOL to the Internet
may be restricted to 14.4 or 28.8.

2. Regional ISPs
These are the mom-and-pop ISPs—

the small service providers in most cities
that provide dial-up access to the
Internet. Regional ISPs don’t provide con-
tent as AOL does—their business is in
simply providing a reliable phone number
that will flip the switch and get you on
the Net.

Advantage 1: With large providers
such as AOL around, why consider a
regional ISP? Perhaps the most important
reason to work with a smaller ISP is cus-
tomer service. Good regional ISPs will
generally offer far superior customer ser-
vice. Some will even visit your home or
office and help you set up your modem
and your Internet connection. If you’re
uncomfortable with computers or afraid
of some of the complicated technology
involved, it might be best to work with a
regional service provider.

Advantage 2: Regional ISPs limit
the number of customers. That way, they
tend not to have customers getting busy
signals as they attempt to access the Net. 

Advantage 3: Since they tend to try
to stay competitive, smaller ISPs are like-
ly to support more advanced communica-
tions technologies such as ISDN or 56K
modems.

Disadvantage 1: If there’s a down-
side to working with regional ISPs, it may
be the lack of available numbers.
Suppose you work in Manhattan, for
example. Your regional ISP provides ser-
vice to Manhattan’s 212 area code—but
maybe not to Manhattan’s boroughs or
nearby New Jersey. To get service to the
community to which you commute, you
may need two separate accounts.

Disadvantage 2: Smaller ISPs strug-
gle to stay in business. They compete
with giant corporations with huge mar-
keting budgets. There’s nothing more
frustrating than setting up your ISP
account and receiving a lot of e-mail only
to discover that your ISP is going out of
business.

3. National Providers

National ISPs include large corpora-
tions such as AT&T. While late to the
Internet, these national providers now
offer nationwide dial-up access with an
800 number. 

Advantage 1: One benefit of a com-
pany like AT&T is that its rates can be
very competitive.

Advantage 2: The company can
offer a multitude of phone numbers in
practically every area code (or via an 800
number). 

Disadvantage 1: The only potential
downside to a national service provider
can be its lack of customer service. 

So, Which Type Should
You Choose?

Of course, your specific needs will
vary, but you may want to use these sug-
gestions as a guide:

If you have a small office, 
a regional ISP with good customer

service can’t be beat.

If you’re new to the Web, a proprietary
ISP might be the best place to start. 
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If you’re new to the Internet, a
proprietary ISP might be the best place to
start. 

If you have a small office with
minimal needs, a regional ISP with good
customer service can’t be beat. In addi-
tion, many smaller ISPs offer other com-
puter services such as networking,
repair, and consulting as part of their
business. 

If you have a large organization

with staff spread over several states, you
might want to consider the benefits that a
large national ISP offers. Some will even
provide you with a cost-effective Internet
access package combined with your
phone service.

What Will It Cost?
As an individual Internet user, you

should be able to find reliable access for
approximately $15 to $20 per month. For
that price, and a small set-up fee, you
should also be able to register a unique
domain name for your organization
(www.earthpledge.org rather than
www.members.aol.com/earthpledge), a
limited amount of space on a Web server
to host your site, and an e-mail address. 

If you need to connect your entire
office to the Internet, you’re now looking
for a total network solution which could
include ISDN services or what an ISP
calls “a dedicated lease line solution.”
Such solutions are far more costly and
will require the help of a networking
expert.

WHAT MAKES A 
GOOD ISP?

Two criteria differentiate a good ISP
from a bad ISP:

1. Customer Service

Setting up an Internet account can
be tricky. Find out how many customer
service representatives work at the ISP
you’re considering. Call them. Ask them
what software you need to connect to the
Internet and how difficult it is to set up.
Find out what hours they’re open and
whether they’ll provide you with soft-
ware. If the person on the phone is
friendly and patient, you’re probably in
good hands. If they aren’t, you know
that’s the type of service you can expect
when you’re paying $20 per month and
can’t get your e-mail to work. 

2. Access

Before committing to an ISP, ask
some questions about access. Ask, for
example: 
• How many subscribers do you serve? 
• Are your subscribers connecting main-

ly during the day or night? 
• What is your capacity to handle many

users at the same time?
• What is your policy if users can’t

access the Internet because of a busy
signal?

WHERE TO FIND AN ISP?

Finding a good ISP—like finding a
good mechanic for your car, or a contrac-
tor for your home—can take time. Ask
your friends and colleagues what service
providers they use—whom they like and
whom they don’t. As with most things,
your friends are your best sources of
information.

You’ll also want to check advertise-
ments in your local newspaper. Ads in the
computer sections of most papers offer

Internet access along with monthly fees
and set-up charges. When perusing these
ads, keep in mind the usual consumer
advice: If the offer is too good to be true,
it’s probably neither good nor true.

Check the Web—that is, if you 
have access to the Web. One incredibly
helpful Web site can be found at 
www.thelist.com. It lists every major ISP
in the U.S., all sortable by area code.
Choose the area code you want, and you
can find the types and prices of services
available. You’re on your way to being
connected! ■
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Any Questions?
Do you have a question or comment 

you’d like to see covered in future columns?
Contact JP Frenza c/o Nonprofit World,

6314 Odana Road, Suite 1, Madison, Wisconsin 53719.
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