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Preface
Welcome to the sixth edition of Computer Networking: A Top-Down Approach. Since
the publication of the first edition 12 years ago, our book has been adopted for use at
many hundreds of colleges and universities, translated into 14 languages, and used
by over one hundred thousand students and practitioners worldwide. We’ve heard
from many of these readers and have been overwhelmed by the positive response.

What’s New in the Sixth Edition?

We think one important reason for this success has been that our book continues to offer
a fresh and timely approach to computer networking instruction. We’ve made changes
in this sixth edition, but we’ve also kept unchanged what we believe (and the instruc-
tors and students who have used our book have confirmed) to be the most important
aspects of this book: its top-down approach, its focus on the Internet and a modern
treatment of computer networking, its attention to both principles and practice, and its
accessible style and approach toward learning about computer networking. Neverthe-
less, the sixth edition has been revised and updated substantially:

• The Companion Web site has been significantly expanded and enriched to
include VideoNotes and interactive exercises, as discussed later in this Preface.

• In Chapter 1, the treatment of access networks has been modernized, and the
description of the Internet ISP ecosystem has been substantially revised, account-
ing for the recent emergence of content provider networks, such as Google’s. The
presentation of packet switching and circuit switching has also been reorganized,
providing a more topical rather than historical orientation. 

• In Chapter 2, Python has replaced Java for the presentation of socket program-
ming. While still explicitly exposing the key ideas behind the socket API, Python
code is easier to understand for the novice programmer. Moreover, unlike Java,
Python provides access to raw sockets, enabling students to build a larger variety
of network applications. Java-based socket programming labs have been
replaced with corresponding Python labs, and a new Python-based ICMP Ping
lab has been added. As always, when material is retired from the book, such as
Java-based socket programming material, it remains available on the book’s
Companion Web site (see following text).

• In Chapter 3, the presentation of one of the reliable data transfer protocols has
been simplified and a new sidebar on TCP splitting, commonly used to optimize
the performance of cloud services, has been added.

• In Chapter 4, the section on router architectures has been significantly updated,
reflecting recent developments and practices in the field. Several new integrative
sidebars involving DNS, BGP, and OSPF are included. 



• Chapter 5 has been reorganized and streamlined, accounting for the ubiquity of
switched Ethernet in local area networks and the consequent increased use of
Ethernet in point-to-point scenarios. Also, a new section on data center network-
ing has been added.

• Chapter 6 has been updated to reflect recent advances in wireless networks, par-
ticularly cellular data networks and 4G services and architecture. 

• Chapter 7, which focuses on multimedia networking, has gone through a major
revision. The chapter now includes an in-depth discussion of streaming video,
including adaptive streaming, and an entirely new and modernized discussion of
CDNs. A newly added section describes the Netflix, YouTube, and Kankan video
streaming systems. The material that has been removed to make way for these
new topics is still available on the Companion Web site. 

• Chapter 8 now contains an expanded discussion on endpoint authentication.

• Significant new material involving end-of-chapter problems has been added. As
with all previous editions, homework problems have been revised, added, and
removed.

Audience

This textbook is for a first course on computer networking. It can be used in both
computer science and electrical engineering departments. In terms of programming
languages, the book assumes only that the student has experience with C, C++, Java,
or Python (and even then only in a few places). Although this book is more precise
and analytical than many other introductory computer networking texts, it rarely
uses any mathematical concepts that are not taught in high school. We have made a
deliberate effort to avoid using any advanced calculus, probability, or stochastic
process concepts (although we’ve included some homework problems for students
with this advanced background). The book is therefore appropriate for undergradu-
ate courses and for first-year graduate courses. It should also be useful to practition-
ers in the telecommunications industry.

What Is Unique about This Textbook?

The subject of computer networking is enormously complex, involving many
concepts, protocols, and technologies that are woven together in an intricate
manner. To cope with this scope and complexity, many computer networking texts
are often organized around the “layers” of a network architecture. With a layered
organization, students can see through the complexity of computer networking—
they learn about the distinct concepts and protocols in one part of the architecture
while seeing the big picture of how all parts fit together. From a pedagogical
perspective, our personal experience has been that such a layered approach
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indeed works well. Nevertheless, we have found that the traditional approach of
teaching—bottom up; that is, from the physical layer towards the application
layer—is not the best approach for a modern course on computer networking.

A Top-Down Approach

Our book broke new ground 12 years ago by treating networking in a top-down
manner—that is, by beginning at the application layer and working its way down
toward the physical layer. The feedback we received from teachers and students
alike have confirmed that this top-down approach has many advantages and does
indeed work well pedagogically. First, it places emphasis on the application layer
(a “high growth area” in networking). Indeed, many of the recent revolutions in
computer networking—including the Web, peer-to-peer file sharing, and media
streaming—have taken place at the application layer. An early emphasis on application-
layer issues differs from the approaches taken in most other texts, which have only a
small amount of material on network applications, their requirements, application-layer
paradigms (e.g., client-server and peer-to-peer), and application programming inter-
faces. Second, our experience as instructors (and that of many instructors who have
used this text) has been that teaching networking applications near the beginning of
the course is a powerful motivational tool. Students are thrilled to learn about how
networking applications work—applications such as e-mail and the Web, which most
students use on a daily basis. Once a student understands the applications, the student
can then understand the network services needed to support these applications. The
student can then, in turn, examine the various ways in which such services might be
provided and implemented in the lower layers. Covering applications early thus pro-
vides motivation for the remainder of the text.

Third, a top-down approach enables instructors to introduce network appli-
cation development at an early stage. Students not only see how popular applica-
tions and protocols work, but also learn how easy it is to create their own
network applications and application-level protocols. With the top-down
approach, students get early exposure to the notions of socket programming, serv-
ice models, and protocols—important concepts that resurface in all subsequent
layers. By providing socket programming examples in Python, we highlight the
central ideas without confusing students with complex code. Undergraduates in
electrical engineering and computer science should not have difficulty following
the Python code.

An Internet Focus

Although we dropped the phrase “Featuring the Internet” from the title of this book
with the fourth edition, this doesn’t mean that we dropped our focus on the Internet!
Indeed, nothing could be further from the case! Instead, since the Internet has
become so pervasive, we felt that any networking textbook must have a significant


