SECTION 1: COMPUTERS IN COMMUNICATIONS


Computers have become central to the communications industry. They play a vital role in telecommunications, publishing, and news services.

Telecommunications


The industry that provides for communication across distances is called telecommunications. The telephone industry uses computers to switch and route calls automatically over telephone lines. Today, many kinds of information move over such lines, including the spoken word, faxes, and computer data. Data can be sent over telephone lines from computer to computer using a device known as a modem. One kind of data frequently sent by modem is electronic mail, or e-mail, which can be sent from person to person via the Internet or an online service. A recent innovation in telecommunications is teleconference, which allows people in various locations to see and hear one another and thus hold virtual meetings.

Publishing


Just twenty years ago, a book manuscript would have to be typeset mechanically or on a typesetting machine and then reproduced on a printing press. Now anyone who has access to a computer and either a modem or a printer can undertake what has come to be known as electronic publishing. Writers and editors use word processing applications to produce text. Illustrations and photographs are digitized, or turned into computer-readable files, by means of inexpensive scanners. Artists and designers use drawing and painting applications to create original graphics. Typesetters use personal computers to combine text, illustrations, and photographs. Publishers typically send computer-generated files to printers for production of the film and plates from which books and magazines are printed.

News Services


News providers rely on reporters located worldwide. Reporters use e-mail to send, or upload, their stories to wire services. Increasingly, individuals get daily news reports from online services. News can also be accessed from specific providers, such as the New York Times or U.S.A. Today, via the Internet. One of the most popular Internet sites provides continuously updated weather reports.

SECTION 2: COMPUTERS IN ENTERTAINMENT

Possibilities in the television and film industries have soared with computer technology, especially in production. Computer games have captured the public imagination and created an enormous growth in the computer game market.

Television and Film


Many of the spectacular graphics and special effects on television and in movies today are created with computers. The original Star Wars films, for example, relied heavily on hand-constructed models and hand-drawn graphics. Twenty years after the original release of the films, they were re-released with many new special effects, including futuristic cityscape backgrounds, new alien creatures, and new sounds that were created on computers and added to the films by means of computerized video editing. 


The film Jurassic Park brought computer simulation to a new level by combining puppetry and computer animation to simulate realistic looking dinosaurs. Toy Story, released in 1996, was the first wholly computer-animated commercial movie. Software products are available that automatically format scripts of various kinds.

Home Entertainment


In the 1970s, computer games such as Pong and Pac-Man captured the public’s imagination. Since then, there has been enormous growth in the computer game market. Manufacturers such as Sega and Nintendo produce large, complex video arcade games as well as small computer game systems for home use. Typical arcade-style computer games include simulations of boxing, warfare, racing, skiing, and flight. 


The advent of powerful desktop personal computers has led to the production of home computer games that rival those of arcade machines in complexity. Other computer games make use of television or of small, independent, hand-held devices. Games are now able to take advantage of three-dimensional graphics that create virtual environments.

SECTION 3: COMPUTERS IN PUBLIC LIFE


Just as computers have revolutionized private businesses, so have they changed such public spheres as government, the legal system, and education. Gathering, processing, and disseminating the large amounts of information that these systems require is a formidable task for which computers are ideally suited.

Government


All modern government bureaucracies use computers as their primary means for storage, manipulation, and dissemination of information. Government bureaucracies use computers, for example, to store demographic statistics; to process enormous payrolls; to calculate payments to entitlement recipients; to store, analyze, and cross-check tax records; to track regulatory compliance; and to produce budgets.

Law


Lawyers and law students use the online legal services to research statutes and cases. Word processing software is used in law firms to produce documents of many kinds, from wills to divorce agreements, often based upon standard, or boilerplate, documents that are then edited on computer to customize them for specific uses. Law firms also use computers to track time devoted to particular clients and to calculate the fees to be charged to those clients.

Education


In few areas of public life have computers wrought such dramatic changes as in education. Of course, universities, colleges, and school systems use computers in many of the ways in which businesses do—to perform accounting functions and to prepare documents, for example. Many uses, however, are specific to schools. Some common uses of computers in schools include computer-based learning, fund-raising, e-mail, research, distance learning, and sharing information.

