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There are many different types of Linux Distributions.  But what exactly does that mean?  Coming from a world where you only know Windows Vista or XP (one, just a simple upgrade from the other) it can be confusing to understand what is offered in terms of Linux distros.

Different Linux distributions contain the Linux kernel, and in addition, a certain cast of supporting features and programs.  Usually, these features and programs are tailored for the purpose of whatever the distribution is designed for.  For example, Edubuntu is a distribution catering towards school computers, and features networking security and applications that are the essentials for those in middle/grade/secondary school.  Knoppix, a boot loader, is stuffed with applications for booting, repairing, and recovering files on damaged systems.  With hundreds of different distributions, it is likely that the perfect solution for your applications is already available.  And with the open platform, if a solution is not readily available, you could always create it with a little bit of time and skill.

To try a distribution of Linux, it is suggested that you first boot Linux from a CD with a distro like Knoppix.  In this way, you can determine if your system performs favorably, without going through the time of installing an entire OS.  Once that has been accomplished, choose a distribution (from sites such as http://www.distrowatch.com ), burn to a CD, and boot from it to begin an installation.

Some major distributions include Red Hat, tailored for the business market, Debian, the most popular community-created distribution suited for server environments, Ubuntu, the most user-friendly desktop distro based on Debian, and SUSE, Novell, Inc.’s answer to Red Hat.  
Ubuntu focuses on usability.  Dell now offers it on many of their products, including desktops and laptops.  Included in the distro are Firefox, Openoffice, and several basic games.  There is a variety of Ubuntu distributions, including the aforementioned Edubuntu for classrooms, Mythbuntu, which is tied heavily to MythTV, and Ubuntu Studio, a multimedia-based system.

SUSE is owned by Novell, Inc. and is designed to be a desktop environment for business and commercial purposes.  This distro comes equipped with either the KDE or GNOME UI, and offer limited multimedia features.  Due to a partnership with Novell and Real Networks, RealPlayer is always packaged in the distribution of SUSE.  Openoffice also comes included, for productivity purposes.  The networking feature set is designed for business use.
Red Hat Enterprise Linux (RHEL) is targeted toward the commercial market, including mainframes.  It includes software for database management, typically packing in tools for Linux, Apache, MySQL, PHP, PostgreSQL, and the GNOME or KDE UI.  Red Hat Enterprise has been installed on Seton Hall’s Computer Lab PC’s as they are most commonly used to function as servers and development stations.
Yellow Dog Linux (YDL) is an interesting distribution as well, seeing as it is so specialized for IBM Power Architecture machines.  This includes Power Architecture processors like the IBM Power, PowerPC and Cell processors.  Since these processors are so powerful, YDL takes full use of them, and typically supports accelerated graphics and audio hardware out-of-the-box.  It also comes with many desired features for typical users, like Firefox, Openoffice, Instant Messaging software, and Media Players.  It is the first and only (currently) fully supported alternative OS for Sony’s Playstation 3 (Cell Processor) Computer Entertainment System.

As you can see, there are a variety of options available in Linux distributions.  The ones discussed, although popular, are just the tip of the iceberg.  Specialized distributions range wildly from Multimedia Stations to Crime Scene Investigation toolsets.  And with the platform wide open, you can be sure that if a perfect solution does not yet exist, it almost certainly will if people care enough to create it.
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