Providing Fast Internet Connections



Primer: Achieving Fast Internet Connections

Users who find themselves banging the table in frustration as their 28.8-Kbps modem takes 25 minutes to transmit a 1-minute low-quality video from a Web site are about to get some relief. The most immediate contenders to standard phone modems are ISDN, cable modems, ADSL, and satellite dish.
ISDN lines: ISDN stands for Integrated Services Digital Network, which consists of hardware and software that allow voice, video, and data to be communicated as digital signals over traditional copper-wire telephone lines, called POTS (plain old telephone system). Capable of transmitting up to 128 Kbps, ISDN lines are up to five times faster than conventional phone modems. ISDN also supports two phone lines so that you can talk on the phone on one line while connecting to the Internet on the other.


Provided by many telephone companies, ISDN is not cheap, costing perhaps two or three times as much as regular monthly phone service. Installation could also cost $300 or more if you need a phone technician to wire your house and install the software in your PC; and you need to purchase a special ISDN connector box or adapter card, to which you connect your microcomputer, fax machine, analog modem, and telephone. Nevertheless, with the number of people now working at home and/or surfing the Internet, demand has pushed ISDN orders off the charts.


Even so, ISDN’s time may have come and gone. The reason: cable modem and other technologies threaten to render it obsolete.

ADSL: A recent hardware and software technology called Asymmetric Digital Subscriber Line (ADSL) is considered by many to be the successor to ISDN. It was developed by Bellcore Labs, the biggest research consortium in the United States, jointly owned by the seven regional Bell operating companies. Microsoft, Compaq, and Intel are promoting ADSL through various phone companies. Experts predict that by 2002, about 2.7 million people will be using ADSL on regular telephone lines (POTS).

Cable modems: Cable companies say that a cable modem can carry digital data more than 1000 times faster (up to 30 Mbps) than plain old telephone system lines, and they’ve found that usage shoots up when the service is connected.

      A cable modem is a modem that connects a personal computer to a cable-TV system that offers online services. Unlike regular cable set-top boxes, which allow only one-way data transmission, cable modems handle two-way transmission. Because it is faster than ADSL, cable modem is the high-speed choice of most experts if it’s available in their area. Presently about 30% of cable homes are wired for two-way connectivity. By 2002, about 13.6 million people are expected to be using cable modem.

Dishes: Satellite dishes offer yet another improvement in data transmission speed. Hughes Network Systems offers a 36-inch satellite dish called the Convergence Antenna that transmits 15 times faster than a standard high-speed modem. Instead of, for example, connecting to the Internet through telephone lines, users subscribe to Hughes’s satellite Internet service, called DirecPC. Thus a 90-second animation clip that normally takes an hour to download arrives in less than two minutes. (We discuss satellites in more detail later in the chapter.)
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