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Anatomy of a web site address
Each part of a URL (web address) has a special meaning. For example: 

http://www.cna-it.com/local/office/stuff.htm 

Transferprotocol://servername.domain/directory/subdirectory/filename.filetype 

The transfer protocol tells what method is used to move the file on the Internet. The most common types are: 

• http (hypertext transfer protocol) - standard Web format 
• https (secure hypertext transfer protocol) – secured / encrypted Web format 
• ftp (file transfer protocol) - moves files between computers 

• news (newsgroups or USENET) - e-mail discussion groups on a specific topics 

• gopher - text only pages, which are pre-Web pages 

• mailto: 

The first step in learning the grammar of the Internet is to read URLs closely. Reading a URL is an exercise in critical thinking.  The goal is to make judgments about web site information based upon what the URL tells you. Here are three guiding questions that can help.

1. Do you recognize the domain name?  The domain name is found after the http:// and www. to the first forward slash /. For example, in the URL www.cna-it.com, can-it.com is the domain name.  A domain name can sometimes provide clues about the quality of information of a site or tell you what a site is about.  

2.  What is the extension in the domain name?  .com and .net are examples of extensions. Extensions are an important part of domain names. You probably know quite a few already. Extensions are intended to show the type of establishment that owns and publishes the domain. 
Here is a list to look for: 

.edu 

Educational organization (most US universities)

 .k12 

US school site (not all US schools use this) 

.ac 

Academic institution (outside of US) 

 .sch

School site (some schools outside of the US use this)

 .com

Company (usually .co in the UK)

 .org 

Any organization

 .gov 

Government agency

 .net 

Network

 .mil 

Military institution 

New extensions to look for are .biz, .name, .pro, .info. All are used for commercial purposes.  Extensions can also include country codes, such as .uk, .ca, .za, etc. 

Some extensions may provide more reliable information than others, but there are no guarantees.  Ones that may be more reliable are .edu, .gov, .k12. Ones to watch out for are .com, .org, .net. These domains can be purchased by anybody. This is not to say that sites with these extensions can never be trusted, but it is good to know whether you are on a commercial or special interest-type site if you are trying to access academic-type information.

3. Are you on a personal page?  You may or may not recognize the domain name or extension of a URL. Keep reading past the first forward slash / for more clues.  A personal page is a web site created by an individual. The web site may contain useful information, links to important resources and helpful facts, but sometimes these pages offer highly biased opinions. 

 The presence of a name in the URL such as jdoe and a tilde ~ or % or the word users or people or members frequently means you are on a personal web site. 

Even if a site has the extension, .edu, you still need to keep a look out for personal pages. Case in point is this web site previously available and published by a professor at Northwestern University: http://pubweb.northwestern.edu/~abutz/di/intro.html

Knowing the web address will enable you to know where you’re looking on the internet and tell others where to look as well to share information.
