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(57) ABSTRACT 

A system and method for providing roaming access on a 
network are disclosed. The network includes a plurality of 
wireless and/or wired access points. A user may access the 
network by using client software on a client computer (e.g., 
a portable computing device) to initiate an access procedure. 
In response, a network management device operated by a 
network provider may return an activation response message 
to the client. The client may send the user’s username and 
password to the network provider. The network provider 
may rely on a roaming partner, another network provider 
with whom the user subscribes for internet access, for 
authentication of the user. Industry-standard methods such 
as RADIUS, CHAP, or EAP may be used for authentication. 
The providers may exchange pricing and service informa 
tion and account information for the authentication session. 
A customer may select a pricing and service option from a 
list of available options. 
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AUTHORIZATION AND AUTHENTICATION OF 
USER ACCESS TO A DISTRIBUTED NETWORK 
COMMUNICATION SYSTEM WITH ROAMING 

FEATURES 

PRIORITY CLAIM 

[0001] This application claims bene?t of priority of pro 
visional application Serial No. 60/383,827 titled “Roaming” 
?led on May 29, 2002, Whose inventors are James D. Keeler 
and MattheW M. KrenZer. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] 1. Field of the Invention 

[0003] This invention relates generally to netWork com 
munications, and more speci?cally to a system and method 
enabling a netWork infrastructure to support multiple net 
Work providers and/or customers of multiple netWork pro 
viders. 

[0004] 2. Description of the Relevant Art 

[0005] Various types of Wired and Wireless infrastructures 
are being developed to provide High-speed Internet Access 
(HSIA) to users of computing devices, such as portable 
computing devices (PCDs). Currently, numerous providers 
are attempting to install Wired and Wireless netWork infra 
structures in various locations, such as airports, hotels, office 
buildings, etc. for use by various users. Many of these 
providers also provide subscription services to customers. 
These subscription services provide the end user With a 
single bill at the end of the month for all of his or her uses 
(or, in some cases provide for a pre-paid subscription 
service). The subscription may be provided by a HSIA 
netWork infrastructure provider, or the subscription may be 
provided by an “aggregator” that does not oWn or operate 
any netWorks, but provides infrastructure for enabling their 
customers to gain access at sites from one or more HSIA 

netWork providers. The party that has the end-user billing 
relationship is referred to herein as a “subscriber-owner” or 
“roaming partner.” 
[0006] Subscriber-oWners often desire to provide services 
to their customers at a large number of locations, including 
locations that are not necessarily oWned or operated by the 
subscriber-oWner. Providing such subscription services at a 
locations not oWned or operated by the subscriber-oWner is 
often referred to as “roaming,” and the subscriber is said to 
“roam” onto a third party netWork. 

[0007] Roaming technology has been developed in other 
?elds outside of HSIA such as telephone, cellular telephone, 
and dial-up Internet services. Roaming is a familiar term in 
cellular telephone netWorks in situations Where a customer 
of one carrier may arrive in a region Where the carrier does 
not have a physical presence but another provider has 
equipment. The customer connects to the third-party system 
and “roams” onto this netWork. The charges are automati 
cally accumulated by the subscriber-oWner and posted on 
the customer’s monthly invoice. In the early days of cellular 
telephones, roaming Was quite aWkWard. For eXample, to 
roam in some areas, a customer Would have to dial a local 
number to inform the local carrier that the customer Was in 
the carrier’s region. This aWkWardness Was due to the fact 
that no standard mechanism or technology for eXchange of 
credentials or billing information had been adopted. Today 
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roaming in cellular telephone netWorks is nearly universal 
betWeen all carriers. More importantly, it is convenient and 
unobtrusive for the end-users. 

[0008] In an a situation analogous to the early days of 
roaming in cellular telephone netWorks, HSIAproviders and 
subscriber-oWners face a challenge of providing roaming 
services to their customers. At the present point in time, no 
standard has been adopted for eXchange of credentials and 
billing information. Whereas there is a large amount of 
technology available for roaming in cellular telephone net 
Works and dial-up ISPs, the mechanism for HSIA connec 
tions is quite different than either of these eXisting systems. 
HSIA connections are normally controlled via an access 
control list mechanism With a Web-broWser. In some cases, 
client softWare can also be used to aid in the connection 
process. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0009] One embodiment of the present invention com 
prises a system and method for providing access With 
roaming features on a distributed netWork system. The 
netWork system includes a plurality of access points coupled 
to a netWork. The netWork access points include Wireless 
access points and may also include Wired access points. 
Access points (APs) for the netWork may be Widely distrib 
uted in various facilities, such as airports, hotels, mass 
transit stations, and various businesses, such as business 
of?ces, restaurants, and stores, e.g., coffee shops or restau 
rants at an airport. The netWork may couple to a Wide area 
netWork, such as the Internet. A plurality of netWork pro 
viders may provide netWork services, such as Internet 
access, over the netWork infrastructure. 

[0010] In one embodiment, a user, also referred to as a 
subscriber, may access the netWork system through a por 
table computing device (PCD) using, for eXample, a Wireless 
(or Wired) netWork interface card. When in suf?ciently close 
range to an access point, the PCD may Wirelessly access the 
netWork system, or the PCD may be directly connected to a 
Wired connection. Each PCD may store identi?cation infor 
mation Which may uniquely indicate at least one netWork 
provider of a plurality of possible netWork providers. The 
identi?cation information thus may designate the netWork 
provider (or providers) to Which the user of the PCD is a 
subscriber. The identi?cation information may take various 
forms, such as a System ID (SID), MAC ID, or other 
identi?cation Which may be used to identify the netWork 
provider to Which the user has subscribed. When the PCD 
becomes close to an access point, the PCD may provide the 
identi?cation information to the access point. 

[0011] In one embodiment, a user may use client softWare 
on a client computer (e.g., a PCD linked to an access point) 
to send an access request to the netWork provider Who 
operates the access points and local netWork. In one embodi 
ment, any attempt to perform an HTTP “get” operation on to 
a Web server (e.g., a port-80 URL resolving to a Web server 
not on the subnet to Which the PCD belongs) may comprise 
an access request. In response to the get operation, a netWork 
management device operated by the netWork provider may 
return an activation response message to the client softWare 
on the client computer. The activation response message 
may include information that is usable to access the internet 
(e.g., a router address or other netWork address for the 
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network provider). The activation response message may be 
returned to the client software as an HTTP redirect message 
Which is not followed by the client softWare. The client 
softWare may then send the user’s username and passWord 
(or other credentials used for authentication) to the netWork 
provider (e.g., at the router address indicated by the activa 
tion response message). In the preferred embodiment, 
RADIUS AAA is used to send username and passWord 
information. Nevertheless, the present invention anticipates 
and is extensible for other connection methods such as EAP 

(Extensible Authentication Protocol), CHAP (Challenge 
Handshake Authentication Protocol), or other suitable meth 
ods. 

[0012] The netWork provider may then send the username 
and passWord to a roaming partner for authentication/autho 
riZation. In one embodiment, the industry-standard RADIUS 
(Remote Authentication Dial-In User Service, IETF RFC 
2865 and 2866) mechanism may be used for authentication/ 
authoriZation. The roaming partner is another netWork pro 
vider With Whom the user subscribes for internet access. The 
roaming partner may determine Whether the user account is 
authenticated (e.g., using the user’s RADIUS-compliant 
username and passWord) and send an appropriate authenti 
cation response back to the netWork provider. In authenti 
cating the user, the roaming partner may send the username 
and passWord to an authentication (e.g., RADIUS) authority. 
If the authentication response indicates that the user account 
has been authenticated, then the netWork provider may 
authoriZe access to the netWork for the user. If the authen 
tication response indicates that the user account has not been 
authenticated, then the netWork provider may deny access to 
the netWork for the user. The netWork provider may keep an 
accounting of the user’s access and bill the roaming partner 
accordingly. Moreover, the netWork provider may provide 
price and service information to the roaming partner in 
conjunction With this authentication session, and the roam 
ing partner may provide account information to the netWork 
provider. This pricing and service information may be 
displayed to the customer in a Web-broWser or in client 
softWare to select the type of service or to restrict the service 
available to the customer. 

[0013] In authoriZing access to the netWork, the netWork 
provider may send an authoriZation response to the client 
softWare. The authoriZation response may comprise a logoff 
address Which is usable by the client softWare to initiate a 
logoff for the user account. 

[0014] Thus the netWork system is useable by subscribers 
of each of the plurality of possible netWork providers, 
thereby enabling subscribers to “roam” on various netWorks, 
including netWorks maintained by other providers. For 
eXample, the plurality of access points may be maintained by 
a ?rst netWork provider, and a subscriber of a second 
netWork provider may be recogniZed and alloWed use of the 
netWork. Alternatively, the plurality of access points may be 
maintained by an independent third party, and subscribers of 
any of various netWork providers may be recogniZed and 
alloWed use of the netWork. NetWork providers may charge 
subscribers for access regardless of Who operates or main 
tains the netWork. In addition, the netWork system may 
selectively provide different access levels to netWork 
resources depending on the access or privilege level of the 
user. This alloWs visitors or non-members of a netWork 
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system to be alloWed certain netWork services, such as 
Internet access, Without compromising other private net 
Work resources. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0015] Other objects and advantages of the invention Will 
become apparent upon reading the folloWing detailed 
description and upon reference to the accompanying draW 
ings in Which: 

[0016] FIG. 1 is a block diagram of one embodiment of a 
Wireless netWork system according to one embodiment; 

[0017] FIG. 2 is a more detailed block diagram of one 
embodiment of the Wireless netWork system of FIG. 1 
according to one embodiment; 

[0018] FIG. 3 is a block diagram of another embodiment 
of the Wireless netWork system of FIG. 1 according to one 
embodiment; 
[0019] FIG. 4 is a ?oWchart diagram illustrating operation 
of alloWing access to a Wireless netWork system using a 
roaming model according to one embodiment; 

[0020] FIG. 5 illustrates an eXample of a data structure 
Which stores netWork provider and access information 
according to one embodiment; 

[0021] FIG. 6 illustrates selectively alloWing access to a 
Wireless netWork system using various access levels accord 
ing to one embodiment; 

[0022] FIG. 7 is a block diagram of a netWork system 
including a roaming provider according to one embodiment; 

[0023] FIG. 8 is a ?oWchart diagram illustrating a method 
for providing roaming access using client softWare accord 
ing to one embodiment; 

[0024] FIG. 9 is a ?oWchart diagram illustrating a method 
for providing multiple pricing and service options for roam 
ing access according to one embodiment; 

[0025] FIG. 10a is a ?oWchart diagram illustrating a 
method for providing roaming access using account infor 
mation received from a roaming partner according to one 
embodiment; and 

[0026] FIG. 10b is a ?oWchart diagram illustrating a 
method for providing roaming access using a prepaid card 
according to one embodiment. 

[0027] While the invention is susceptible to various modi 
?cations and alternative forms, speci?c embodiments 
thereof are shoWn by Way of eXample in the draWings and 
Will herein be described in detail. It should be understood, 
hoWever, that the draWings and detailed description thereto 
are not intended to limit the invention to the particular form 
disclosed, but on the contrary, the intention is to cover all 
modi?cations, equivalents and alternatives falling Within the 
spirit and scope of the present invention as de?ned by the 
appended claims. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0028] 
[0029] US. Pat. No. 5,835,061, titled “Method and Appa 
ratus for Geographic-Based Communications Service”, 

Incorporation by Reference 
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Whose inventor is Brett B. Stewart, is hereby incorporated 
by reference in its entirety as though fully and completely set 
forth herein. 

[0030] US. Pat. No. 5,969,678, titled “System for Hybrid 
Wired and Wireless Geographic-Based Communications 
Service”, Whose inventor is Brett B. SteWart, is hereby 
incorporated by reference in its entirety as though fully and 
completely set forth herein. 

[0031] US. patent application Ser. No. 09/433,817 titled 
“Geographic Based Communications Service” and ?led on 
Nov. 3, 1999, Whose inventors are Brett B. SteWart and 
James Thompson, is hereby incorporated by reference in its 
entirety as though fully and completely set forth herein. 

[0032] US. patent application Ser. No. 09/433,818 titled 
“A Network Communications Service With an Improved 
Subscriber Model Using Digital Certi?cates” and ?led on 
Nov. 3, 1999, Whose inventors are Brett B. SteWart and 
James Thompson, is hereby incorporated by reference in its 
entirety as though fully and completely set forth herein. 

[0033] US. patent application Ser. No. 09/551,309 titled 
“System and Method for Managing User Demographic 
Information Using Digital Certi?cates” and ?led on Apr. 18, 
2000, Whose inventors are Brett B. SteWart and James 
Thompson, is hereby incorporated by reference in its 
entirety as though fully and completely set forth herein. 

[0034] US. patent application Ser. No. 09/767,374 titled 
“Distributed netWork communication system Which alloWs 
multiple Wireless service providers to share a common 
netWork infrastructure” and ?led on Jan. 22, 2001, Whose 
inventors are James Thompson, Kathleen E. McClelland, 
and Brett B SteWart, is hereby incorporated by reference in 
its entirety as though fully and completely set forth herein. 

[0035] FIG. 1—NetWork Communication System 

[0036] FIG. 1 shoWs one embodiment of a distributed 
netWork communication system 100. The netWork system 
100 may include one or more access points 120, preferably 
a plurality of access points 120. At least a subset of the 
access points 120 are Wireless access points (APs) 120 
Which communicate With a portable computing device 
(PCD) 110 in a Wireless fashion. Each Wireless access point 
(AP) 120 may have a Wireless connection or transceiver 
(e.g., an antenna) and may operate according to various 
Wireless standards, such as Wireless Ethernet (IEEE 802.11). 
One or more of the access points 120 may also be Wired 
access points Which communicate With a PCD 110 in a Wired 
fashion. 

[0037] Each AP 120 may be coupled to a netWork 130. The 
netWork 130 may comprise a Wired netWork, a Wireless 
netWork or a combination of Wired and Wireless netWorks. 
For example, the netWork 130 may be a standard “Wired” 
Ethernet netWork Which connects each of the Wireless (and 
Wired) access points 120 together. The netWork 130 may 
also be a Wireless netWork based on IEEE 802.11. The 
netWork 130 may form part of the Internet, or may couple to 
other netWorks, e.g., other local or Wide area netWorks, such 
as the Internet. 

[0038] The netWork 130 may also include or be coupled to 
other types of communications netWorks, (e.g., other than 
the Internet) such as the public sWitched telephone netWork 
(PSTN), Whereby a user using PCD 110 may send and 
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receive information from/to the PSTN or other communi 
cation netWork through a netWork provider. The netWork 
130 may also include, or be coupled to, another Wide area 
netWork 130, such as a proprietary WAN. The netWork 130 
thus may be, or be coupled to, any of various Wide area 
netWorks (WAN s) or local area netWorks (WAN s), including 
the Internet. 

[0039] The access points (APs) 120 may be Widely dis 
tributed in various facilities, such as airports, hotels, mass 
transit stations, shopping malls, restaurants and other busi 
nesses, such as business offices, laW ?rm of?ces, retail 
stores, etc. For eXample, Where the access points 120 are 
distributed in an airport, one or more access points 120 may 
be distributed throughout various terminals in the airport, in 
an airline club, and in coffee shops, restaurants or rental car 
counters at the respective airport. The access points 120 may 
thus be primarily designed to service mobile users, Wherein 
it may not be knoWn ahead of time Which mobile users Will 
be accessing the netWork from Which locations. Thus the 
netWork system 100 is preferably a distributed netWork 
system, With access points placed in locations to service 
mobile users. This differs from a conventional ?Xed LAN, 
Where it is generally pre-con?gured as to Which pre-deter 
mined users Will be using Which nodes in the ?Xed LAN on 
a day-to-day basis, and the relative access levels that these 
pre-determined users have is also pre-con?gured. 

[0040] Each access point 120 may comprise information 
used to identify or select a netWork provider for a particular 
user, as Well as related access information to enable the 

netWork provider to provide access. When in suf?ciently 
close range to an access point 120, or When the PCD 110 is 
directly coupled to an access point 120 in a Wired fashion, 
the PCD 110 may access the netWork utiliZing a particular 
netWork provider, as discussed further beloW. 

[0041] A user operating a portable computing device 
(PCD) 110 may communicate With one of the access points 
120 to gain access to netWork services, such as Internet 
access. The portable computing device (PCD) 110 may have 
a Wireless communication device, e.g., a Wireless Ethernet 
card, for communicating With a Wireless access point 120. 
The portable computing device (PCD) 110 may instead have 
a Wired communication device, e.g., an Ethernet card, for 
communicating With a Wired access point 120. 

[0042] The PCD 110 may be any of various types of 
devices, including a computer system, such as a portable 
computer, a personal digital assistant (PDA), an Internet 
appliance, a communications device, or other Wired or 
Wireless device. The PCD may include various Wireless or 
Wired communication devices, such as a Wireless Ethernet 
card, paging logic, RF communication logic, a Wired Eth 
ernet card, a modem, a DSL device, an ISDN device, an 
ATM device, a parallel or serial port bus interface, or other 
type of communication device. 

[0043] The PCD 110 preferably includes a memory 
medium Which stores identi?cation information indicating a 
netWork provider to Which the user has subscribed. The 
indicated netWork provider may be one of a plurality of 
possible netWork providers that provide Internet access or 
other netWork services in a netWork system such as that 
shoWn in FIG. 1. The identi?cation information may be a 
System ID (an 802.11 System ID), a Media Access Control 
(MAC) ID of a Wireless Ethernet device comprised in the 
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PCD 110, the name of the network provider, or other type of 
information that uniquely identi?es one (or more) netWork 
providers. The identi?cation information may be contained 
in a digital certi?cate, Which may be stored in a Web broWser 
or in a memory medium of the PCD 110. 

[0044] Where the access point 120 is a Wireless access 
point 120, the Wireless communication may be accom 
plished in a number of Ways. In one embodiment, PCD 110 
and Wireless AP 120 are both equipped With an appropriate 
transmitter and receiver compatible in poWer and frequency 
range (e.g., 2.4 GHZ) to establish a Wireless communication 
link. Wireless communication may also be accomplished 
through cellular, digital, or infrared communication tech 
nologies, among others. To provide user identi?cation and/ 
or ensure security, the PCD 110 may use any of various 
security mechanisms. 

[0045] Where the access point 120 is a Wired access point 
120, the Wired connection may be accomplished through a 
variety of different ports, connectors, and transmission 
mediums. For example, the PCD 110 may be connected 
through an Ethernet, USB, serial, or parallel transmission 
cables, among others. The PCD 110 may also include 
various communication devices for connecting to the AP 
120, such as Wired Ethernet cards, modems, DSL adapters, 
ATM adapters, IDSN devices, or other communication 
devices. For example, a hotel may have Ethernet connec 
tions in the restaurants, shops, and guest rooms. An airline 
club, e.g., an airport Admiral’s Club, may also have both 
Wireless and Wired connections for mobile users. Auser may 
connect to a Wired access point 120 through the use of a 
laptop computer (PCD 110), an Ethernet netWork card, and 
a netWork cable. This connection may have the same impact 
as a connection made to a Wireless AP 120 as discussed 

above. In other Words, a user using a Wired PCD 110 is able 
to “roam” on various netWork infrastructures in the same 
manner as a user using a Wireless PCD 110. 

[0046] One or more netWork providers may each have an 
associated netWork device 160 coupled to the netWork 130. 
For example, FIG. 1 illustrates netWork devices 160 asso 
ciated With three different netWork providers. The netWork 
devices 160 may take any of various forms, such as a 
computer system, router, bridge, etc. It is noted that netWork 
providers may provide netWork services at a location With 
out being required to locate any equipment or bandWidth at 
a netWork location. For example, a netWork provider may 
combine VLANs and IP tunneling to avoid having to locate 
any equipment or bandWidth at a particular netWork loca 
tion. 

[0047] A user operating a PCD 110 Will typically have 
previously subscribed With one (or more) netWork providers. 
Examples of netWork providers include Wayport, Mobile 
Star and Softnet, among others. As discussed further beloW, 
When the PCD 110 of a user communicates With an AP 120, 
the respective netWork provider to Which the user is sub 
scribed is determined. If no previous affiliation With a 
netWork provider is detected, a default netWork provider 
may be selected. After the netWork provider is determined or 
selected, netWork access or services may be provided 
through that netWork provider. For example, data or packets 
from the respective PCD 110 may be routed to a destination 
designated by the respective netWork provider, such as the 
respective provider’s netWork device 160. This effectively 
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alloWs a plurality of netWork providers to each offer access 
on a common netWork infrastructure. This also alloWs 
subscribers of various netWork providers to “roam” on other 
netWorks, such as netWorks installed and/or maintained by 
other providers, or networks maintained by independent 
third parties. 

[0048] The netWork system 100 may also include a man 
agement information base (MIB) 150. The MIB 150 may be 
a mechanism, such as a memory, Which may alloW the 
persistent storage and management of information needed 
by netWork 130 to operate. For example, in one embodiment 
of the invention, the MIB 150 may store a data structure, 
such as a table comprising a list of identi?cation information 
and a corresponding list of the plurality of possible netWork 
providers. The data structure may also store access infor 
mation, Which may comprise associated methods for pro 
viding data to the respective plurality of possible netWork 
providers. The access information may further comprise 
access level or privilege level information. Thus, the data 
structure may comprise a table having a plurality of tuples, 
With each tuple having the identi?cation information, e.g., a 
System ID, the corresponding netWork provider, and access 
information containing a method of access to the provider, 
possibly including a destination IP address or other meth 
odology for accessing the provider’s site. In an alternate 
embodiment, as noted above, the data structures Which store 
this information may be comprised in each of the access 
points 120, or may be provided in various other locations. 

[0049] As discussed further beloW, When a portable com 
munication device 110 of a user begins communication With 
an access point 120, the netWork provider for the PCD 110 
may be determined using this data structure. The memory 
medium containing the data structure may be accessed, and 
received netWork provider identi?cation information from 
the respective PCD 110 may be used to index into the data 
structure or table to determine the netWork provider. The 
appropriate access method may also be accessed and used 
for enabling the netWork provider to provide netWork ser 
vices, e.g., the access method may be used for providing the 
data from the respective PCD 110 to the determined netWork 
provider. Access level information may also be retrieved and 
used to determine a user’s access to local netWork resources 
or Internet access. 

[0050] The MIB 150 may store other information, such as 
a directory of all the elements (e.g., APs, PCDs, etc) in the 
netWork, the topology of the netWork, characteristics of 
individual netWork elements, characteristics of connection 
links, performance and trend statistics, and any information 
Which is of interest in the operation of the netWork 130. For 
example, the MIB may store the precise longitude, latitude, 
altitude and other geographic information pinpointing the 
location of each access point. 

[0051] One or more service providers 140 may also be 
coupled to the netWork 130 or other netWorks to Which the 
netWork 130 is coupled, such as the Internet 170. As used 
herein, the term “service provider” is intended to include 
various types of service and information providers Which 
may be connected to the netWork 130. The service provider 
140 may take any of various forms and may provide any of 
various services or information. Each service provider 140 
may include one or more computers or computer systems 
con?gured to provide goods, information, and/or services as 
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appropriate for the service provider. The one or more service 
providers 140 may couple to the network in a Wired or 
Wireless fashion. 

[0052] The netWork communication system 100 may be 
geographic-based. In other Words, the netWork communica 
tion system 100 may provide information and/or services to 
the user based at least partly on the knoWn geographic 
location of the user, e.g., as indicated by the access points 
120 or as indicated by geographic information (e.g., GPS 
information) provided from the PCD 110. In one embodi 
ment, the APs 120 are arranged at knoWn geographic loca 
tions and may provide geographic location information 
regarding the geographic location of the user or the PCD 
110. In another embodiment, the PCD 110 may provide 
geographic location information of the PCD 110 through the 
AP 120 to the netWork 130. For example, the PCD 110 may 
include GPS (Global Positioning System) equipment to 
enable the PCD 110 to provide its geographic location 
through the AP 120 to the netWork 130, such as to a service 
provider 140 coupled to the netWork 130. 

[0053] Memory Medium and Carrier Medium 

[0054] One or more of the systems described above, such 
as PCD 110, access points 120, MIB 150, and netWork 
providers 160 may include a memory medium on Which 
computer programs or data according to the present inven 
tion may be stored. For example, each of the access points 
120 and/or the MIB 150 may store a data structure as 
described above comprising information regarding identi? 
cation information, corresponding netWork providers 160 
and access information such as associated data routing 
methods. Each of the access points 120 and/or the MIB 150 
may further store a softWare program for accessing these 
data structures and using the information therein to properly 
provide or route data betWeen users (subscribers) and their 
corresponding netWork providers, or to selectively provide 
or route data depending on the access information. 

[0055] The term “memory medium” is intended to include 
various types of memory or storage, including an installation 
medium, e.g., a CD-ROM, or ?oppy disks 104, a random 
access memory or computer system memory such as 

DRAM, SRAM, EDO RAM, Rambus RAM, NVRAM, 
EPROM, EEPROM, ?ash memory etc., or a non-volatile 
memory such as a magnetic media, e.g., a hard drive, or 
optical storage. The memory medium may comprise other 
types of memory as Well, or combinations thereof. In 
addition, the memory medium may be located in a ?rst 
computer in Which the programs are executed, or may be 
located in a second different computer Which connects to the 
?rst computer over a netWork. In the latter instance, the 
second computer provides the program instructions to the 
?rst computer for execution. The memory medium may also 
be a distributed memory medium, e.g., for security reasons, 
Where a portion of the data is stored on one memory medium 
and the remaining portion of the data may be stored on a 
different memory medium. Also, the memory medium may 
be one of the netWorks to Which the current netWork is 
coupled, e.g., a SAN (Storage Area Network). 

[0056] Also, each of the systems described above may 
take various forms, including a personal computer system, 
mainframe computer system, Workstation, netWork appli 
ance, Internet appliance, personal digital assistant (PDA), 
television system or other device. In general, the term 
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“computer system” can be broadly de?ned to encompass any 
device having a processor Which executes instructions from 
a memory medium. 

[0057] The memory medium in one or more of the above 
systems thus may store a softWare program or data for 
performing or enabling roaming or selective netWork 
resource access Within a netWork system 100. A CPU or 
processing unit in one or more of the above systems execut 
ing code and data from a memory medium comprises a 
means for executing the softWare program according to the 
methods or ?oWcharts described beloW. 

[0058] Various embodiments further include receiving or 
storing instructions and/or data implemented in accordance 
With the present description upon a carrier medium. Suitable 
carrier media include memory media as described above, as 
Well as signals such as electrical, electromagnetic, or other 
forms of analog or digital signals, conveyed via a commu 
nication medium such as netWorks and/or a Wireless link. 

[0059] FIG. 2 

[0060] FIG. 2 is a more detailed block diagram illustrating 
a portion of the Wireless netWork system of FIG. 1. FIG. 2 
illustrates an embodiment having three access points 120 
Which each couple through a respective VLAN, labeled 
VLANl, VLAN2 and VLAN3. Each of VLANl, VLAN2 
and VLAN3 in turn couple to respective routers 160, labeled 
router A, router B and router C, Which are provided by the 
respective netWork providers A, B and C respectively. These 
routers in turn couple to the Internet. As shoWn, one or more 
access controllers, e.g., computer systems con?gured to 
determine or control netWork service access, may be pro 
vided for each of the netWork providers. The access con 
trollers operate to verify user or subscriber access to the 
respective provider’s netWork. FIG. 2 illustrates access 
controller A, access controller B and access controller C. As 
shoWn, access controllers A and B are coupled to router A 
and router B respectively. HoWever, the access controller 
may be located outside of the local netWork 130, e.g., may 
be comprised on any of various locations on the Internet, as 
shoWn With respect to access controller C. 

[0061] In this embodiment, the data structure may store an 
identi?cation information/VLAN tag mapping, e. g., an SID/ 
VLAN tag mapping, Which operates to map the user to the 
appropriate VLAN of the user’s netWork provider. 

[0062] As shoWn, each of VLAN 1, VLAN2 and VLAN3 
may be supported in one or more Ethernet sWitches Which 
support tagged VLANs (IEEE 802.1q). In addition, the 
sWitch may also support IEEE 8021p, Which provides 
various quality of service (QoS) metrics. This enables the 
sWitches to enforce certain prede?ned quality of service 
metrics to any given port or virtual port contained Within the 
netWork. As shoWn in FIG. 3, it is also noted that a router 
may be present on more than one VLAN. As shoWn, FIG. 
3 includes an 802.1q sWitch Which couples to three access 
points referred to as access point 1 (AP1), access point 2 
(AP2), and access point 3 As shoWn, a router labeled 
router C may be coupled to tWo or more VLANs as shoWn. 

[0063] Using VLANs, each access point 120 preferably 
has the ability to transmit/receive on one or more VLAN IPs 
to one or more service providers. This permits, but does not 
require, that each netWork provider use its oWn netWork 
numbering plan. At most, each netWork provider may have 
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an access controller and a router at each coverage location. 
As shoWn in FIG. 3, the access controller is not required to 
be physically located at the coverage location, but rather 
may be located anyWhere. 

[0064] FIG. 4—NetWork Access using Roaming 

[0065] FIG. 4 is a ?oWchart diagram illustrating operation 
of alloWing roaming access and/or selective access to a 
Wireless netWork system. In one embodiment, as described 
above, the PCD 110 includes identi?cation information, 
preferably comprising a System ID, stored in the memory of 
the PCD 110. The identi?cation information may store 
information Which identi?es one (or more) netWork provid 
ers to Which the user of PCD 110 is a subscriber. 

[0066] The netWork access method of the present inven 
tion may be operable to receive and use the identi?cation 
information to facilitate roaming, e.g., to alloW a particular 
netWork provider to be selected and used for a user operating 
on the netWork. As discussed further beloW, the identi?ca 
tion information may also store access level information 
Which may be used to indicate a netWork access or privilege 
level. This stored access level information may be used to 
selectively alloW user access to different parts of the net 
Work. 

[0067] As shoWn, in step 202 the user connects to the 
netWork (e.g., to an access point of the network). For 
example, the user may be Walking in an airport With a PCD 
and may connect in a Wireless fashion to an access point 
located at the airport. In another scenario, the user may enter 
a hotel room and connect in a Wired or Wireless fashion to 
an Ethernet port in his/her room Which is connected to the 
netWork. In another scenario, the user may enter an of?ce of 
a business, such as a laW ?rm or corporation, and may 
connect in a Wireless or Wired fashion to an access point 
located in that of?ce. Thus, the user may connect to the 
netWork or an access point of the netWork in any of various 
locations in a Wireless or Wired fashion. 

[0068] In step 204 the personal computing device (PCD) 
110 of the user transmits identi?cation information (ID 
information) to an access point 120 of the netWork. The 
identi?cation information may take any of various forms. In 
one embodiment, the identi?cation information comprises a 
System ID (SID) according to IEEE 802.11. As discussed 
above, IEEE 802.11 (Wireless Ethernet) is designed to 
support multiple overlapping Wireless LANs in a given 
coverage area. IEEE 802.11 uses the System ID (SID) to 
“select” Which LAN to use, and thus Which access point With 
Which to associate. In this embodiment each System ID may 
be uniquely associated With a respective netWork provider, 
and thus the user may con?gure the System ID on his/her 
PCD 110 to uniquely identify the netWork provider to Which 
the user has selected or subscribed. 

[0069] The identi?cation information may also or instead 
be a MAC ID Which is comprised on a Wireless Ethernet 
card of the personal computing device used by the user. The 
MAC ID may perform a similar purpose in selecting the 
netWork provider. As noted above, the identi?cation infor 
mation may take various forms. For example, the identi? 
cation information may simply comprise the name of the 
respective provider and the appropriate access information, 
Which may be contained in a digital certi?cate. The identi 
?cation information may comprise other types of netWork 
provider identi?cation as desired. 
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[0070] In prior art systems, access points are only able to 
“listen for” one System ID Which corresponds to one net 
Work provider. According to one embodiment of the inven 
tion, each access point 120 is operable to “listen for” or 
“detect” a plurality of different sets of identi?cation infor 
mation, e.g., a plurality of different System IDs, Which may 
correspond to a plurality of different possible netWork 
providers, or Which may correspond to unknoWn netWork 
providers. Thus, each AP may be set up to “listen” for all 
types of identi?cation information, e.g., listen for all SIDs, 
and to ansWer all queries from PCDs 110, even if the 
identi?cation information or SID is not recogniZed by the 
particular AP 120. Alternatively, each of the access points 
may be operable to broadcast requests for identi?cation 
information. For example, each of the access points may 
periodically broadcast requests for SIDs. Alternatively, each 
of the access points may periodically broadcast recogniZed 
System IDs to the PCDs, i.e., broadcast the sets of SIDs the 
access point supports, Wherein the PCDs may respond to this 
broadcast by providing the identi?cation information. 

[0071] In step 206 the access point 120 to Which the user 
has connected may transmit knoWn geographic location 
information to the netWork (e.g., to a netWork provider on 
the netWork). This knoWn geographic location information 
may originate from the AP 120 or from the PCD 110 of the 
user. As discussed further beloW, this knoWn geographic 
location information may be used in various Ways. For 
example, the geographic location information may be used 
in selecting among tWo or more possible netWork providers 
to Which the user has previously subscribed, or may be used 
in selecting the default provider. 

[0072] The geographic location information may also be 
used in determining the netWork services or access privi 
leges of the user, or used in determining charging aspects of 
the use. For example, this knoWn geographic location infor 
mation may be used to determine Whether a third party pays 
for the netWork access of the user. As one example, an 
employer of the user (employee) may have previously 
directed that the employer Will pay for netWork access of the 
employee if the employee is located in an airport or hotel, 
but not if the employee is located, for example, in a bar. The 
knoWn geographic location may also be used to determine a 
charge rate, based on various incentive or sponsorship 
programs of Which the user is a member. For example, the 
user may receive a discount if he/she uses netWork access 
from certain locations, such as a certain business, a certain 
airport club, etc. The knoWn geographic location informa 
tion may also be used to selectively provide different access 
or privilege levels based on the geographic location, e.g., a 
user may have greater privilege/access levels at a ?rst 
geographic location than from a second different geographic 
location. This knoWn geographic location information may 
further be used to provide services to the user Which are 
dependent upon the geographic location of the user. For 
more information on the use of geographic location infor 
mation for providing geographic based services, please see 
US. Pat. No. 5,835,061, referenced above. 

[0073] In step 212 the netWork provider may examine the 
received identi?cation information, e.g., the System ID, or 
other identi?cation information and determine Whether the 
received identi?cation information is knoWn or recogniZed. 
In step 212 the method may also determine if other id 
information is valid. If the identi?cation information is 
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determined to not be known, e.g., the System ID is 
unknown, then in step 222 the method may perform pro 
cessing to account for the unknown identi?cation informa 
tion. Step 222 may also involve performing processing for 
an unknown or incorrect digital certi?cate or other unknown 
information. 

[0074] In step 222, where the identi?cation information is 
determined to not be known or recogniZed, the method may 
select a default network provider for the user for network 
access. The default network provider may be the provider 
who maintains the wireless network system being used, or 
may be a randomly selected provider. In step 223 the user 
may be required to register with this provider to gain 
network access. This provider may then arrange for ad hoc 
billing of the user, such as by credit card. For example, the 
provider may present a web page on the user’s PCD 110 
requesting the user to enter credit card information for 
access to the network. Operation then proceeds to step 232. 

[0075] Also, if the identi?cation information is determined 
to not be known, the access or privilege level of the user may 
be set to the lowest possible level. This, for example, may 
allow the user to only have access to certain limited local 
resources, but no external access, e.g., to the Internet. Thus, 
for example, where the APs 120 are located in an airport, the 
user having a low access level, e.g., the user whose identi 
?cation information is not known, may be granted access to 
certain local resources, such as coffee shops, bookstores, and 
advertising on the local LAN at the airport, but may not be 
provided with Internet access. Access to local resources may 
be allowed since this does not require the use of external 
facilities and hence does not consume off-property band 
width, and thus is relatively inexpensive to provide. Alter 
natively, if the identi?cation information of a user is deter 
mined to not be known, the system may provide some form 
of external access, which may be billed separately by an 
external Internet provider, without the user being able to 
view or use any local network resources. 

[0076] If known identi?cation information is determined 
to be received in step 212, then in step 216 the method may 
determine the network provider which corresponds to the 
identi?cation information (e.g., the System ID). In the 
preferred embodiment, a data structure comprising network 
provider information is stored in each of the access points 
120. In this embodiment, the respective access point with 
which the user is communicating receives the identi?cation 
information and uses the identi?cation information to obtain 
the appropriate or corresponding network provider to which 
the user of the PCD 110 is subscribed. In step 218 the 
respective access point 120 may also access the data struc 
ture to determine the appropriate access method or access 
level for providing data or packets to the respective network 
provider. The respective access point 120 may instead access 
this information from a separate data structure stored in MIB 
150. 

[0077] In an alternate embodiment, the PCD 110 of the 
user may provide all of this information to the access point 
120. In this embodiment, the data structure containing the 
network provider data and access information may not be 
required to be stored in the access points 120 or on the 
network. Alternatively, data may be stored on the network 
130, e.g., in the access points 120 or in the MIB 150, which 
is used only to validate this information received from the 
user. 
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[0078] As discussed above, the data structure is preferably 
a table comprising a plurality of three-tuples wherein each 
tuple stores a set of identi?cation information, the corre 
sponding network provider associated with that identi?ca 
tion information, and access information associated with 
that network provider and/or the user. An example of this 
data structure is shown in FIG. 5. The data structure shown 
in FIG. 5 includes ?ve different sets of three-tuples. It is 
noted that the data structure may take any of various forms. 

[0079] The access information may include an access 
method, possibly including a destination address or other 
method by which data packets are routed to/from the respec 
tive site of the network provider or other method which 
directs that network access be provided by that network 
provider. The access information may also include an access 
level or privilege level that indicates which network 
resources that the user may access, e.g., whether the user is 
only allowed access to resources on the local network 130, 
or is only or in addition allowed external access, such as 
Internet access. 

[0080] Thus, when the access point 120 receives the 
identi?cation information, the access point may simply use 
the identi?cation information to index into a table containing 
this information to determine the appropriate network pro 
vider and the respective access method and/or access level. 

[0081] It is noted that each of steps 212, 216 and 218, and 
222 may be performed as one action or a series of related 
actions. In other words, when the access point 120 receives 
the identi?cation information, if the identi?cation informa 
tion does not index into any of the entries in the data 
structure or table, then the identi?cation information or 
System ID is determined to be unknown or not associated 
with a respective network provider as determined in step 
212. In this case, the default provider and default access 
level may be selected as performed in step 222. If the 
identi?cation information does index properly into an entry 
of the table, but the corresponding network provider does 
not have the necessary equipment to accommodate the user, 
then this may also be treated as unknown identi?cation 
information, where another provider or the default provider 
may be selected as performed in step 222. 

[0082] If the identi?cation information properly indexes 
into the table, then in steps 216 and 218 information from the 
respective entry of the table is accessed and used to deter 
mine a corresponding network provider which can accom 
modate the user’s network access, as well as the associated 
method and access level for providing network access using 
the network provider. 

[0083] After the network provider and associated access 
method/level have been determined in each of steps 216 and 
218, then in step 232 network access or network services 
may be provided to the PCD 110 through the determined 
network provider. For example, in step 232 the access point 
120 to which the user is communicating may operate to 
provide data to/from a destination speci?ed by the deter 
mined network provider using the method speci?ed by the 
determined network provider, e.g., the method comprised in 
the table or data structure. In one embodiment, the access 
point 120 may operate simply as a bridge or router which 
operates to forward or route packets to the appropriate 
destination, e.g., to the network provider’s network device 
160 or to the provider’s site. As noted above, the network 
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provider may provide a network device 160 such as a router, 
which operates to route packets to the provider’s site or 
otherwise simply allow Internet access to the PCD. Thus in 
step 232 the method allows the PCD of the user access to the 
network using the user’s provider. 

[0084] In another embodiment, the access point 120 itself 
operates as a router to route packets to the determined 
network provider’s site, which may be located on the 
Internet. Thus, in this embodiment, the network provider 
may not be required to provide any type of network device 
160 to enable network access for its respective subscribers. 
Rather, data packets from the PCD 110 of the user may be 
routed to the network provider’s site on the Internet, which 
may be located in any location. 

[0085] In step 232 data is communicated between the PCD 
110 and the respective destination speci?ed by the network 
provider preferably using a secured technique. Examples of 
possible secured techniques include Layer 2 forwarding; 
various tunneling protocols such as PPTP, IPSEC, GRE, and 
IP-in-IP; and tagged VLANs (IEEE 802.1q), among others. 

[0086] In one embodiment, in step 232 the access point 
120 operates to direct PCDs 110 to an available communi 
cation channel, e.g., an available RF channel or other 
wireless channel, possibly based on information received 
from the PCD 110. Thus the access point 120, not the PCD 
110, may assign channels for communication. For example, 
the an access point 120 may operate to direct a PCD 110 to 
an available communication channel (e.g., an RF channel) 
based on the identi?cation information, e.g., the SID, 
received from the PCD 110. The access point 120 may also 
operate to direct the PCD 110 to an available communication 
channel based on other types of identi?cation or authenti 
cation information, or on the determined access level of the 
PCD. This allows an access point 120 to separate the 
communication traf?c onto different channels based on the 
network provider being used, or based on the access or 
privilege level of the PCD 110. For example, the access 
point 120 may assign a PCD 110 a communication channel 
based on whether the PCD 110 has access to private portions 
of the network. 

[0087] In step 234 the selected network provider may 
record charges for the network access. In one embodiment, 
each of the network provider’s respective devices 160 may 
maintain separate charge/billing information for each of 
their respective subscribers. Thus, the network device 160 of 
the selected network provider may record charges for the 
network access of the user. Alternatively, a computer system 
coupled to the network 130, such as the MIB 150, or another 
computer system, may receive information from the wireless 
access point 120 as to the determined network provider, and 
the computer system may maintain billing/charging infor 
mation for each of a subset or all of the network providers. 
In one embodiment, billing information for the user may be 
stored on the PCD 110 and may be provided to the AP 120. 

[0088] As noted above, network charging information 
may also be based on known geographic information, as 
well as, for example, sponsorship or demographic informa 
tion of the user, which may be provided to the access point 
in a digital certi?cate. 

[0089] As noted above, the data structure or table con 
taining network provider information may be stored in each 

Dec. 18, 2003 

of the access points 120. Alternatively, the data structure 
may be stored in a separate computer system, such as the 
MIB 150. In this latter instance, each of the access points 
120 may operate to forward the identi?cation information to 
the MIB or other computer system 150, and this computer 
system performs steps 212, 216 and 218 of determining the 
appropriate network provider and corresponding access 
method, or selecting the default provider. Once the network 
provider and access method have been determined in this 
embodiment, this information may be forwarded to the 
respective access point 120 for proper routing, or the respec 
tive access point 120 may forward data received from the 
PCD 110 of the user to the MIB 150 or an associated router 
for proper routing to the respective network provider’s 
device 160 or to the appropriate site on the Internet. 

[0090] Thus, in step 232 the PCD 110 of the user is 
allowed to obtain network access through his previously 
chosen network provider, i.e., through the network provider 
to which the user has previously subscribed. As noted above, 
the network provider, may operate to maintain billing/ 
charging information through its equipment 160, at its site, 
or through a shared resource such as MIB 150. As also noted 
above, the billing information may be stored on the PCD 110 
of the user, e.g., in the user’s digital certi?cate. In this case, 
if the AP 120 answers the query of the PCD 110 and allows 
access after con?rming the identi?cation information, the 
system allow for roaming and billing. This effectively allows 
users to roam on various network infrastructures, e.g., 
allows a user who is a subscriber of network provider A to 
roam on a network infrastructure operated and maintained 
by network provider B. Alternatively, certain portions of the 
network infrastructure may be built and maintained by a 
third party who is not a network provider, and subscribers of 
each of the various network providers may be able to roam 
onto this network, perhaps with a small fee being paid to the 
manager of the network infrastructure in addition to the fee 
normally paid to the network provider for network access. 
Further, users who have never previously subscribed to a 
network provider may be allowed to communicate with an 
AP 120 and select a network provider, or be assigned the 
default network provider, for access. 

[0091] Different Access Levels 

[0092] As noted above, in one embodiment, the data 
structure or table may store one or more different access 

methods depending upon an access level received within the 
identi?cation information. Thus, referring back to FIG. 1, 
the network 130 may provide certain local network 
resources as well as external Internet access which may be 
both available to users having a ?rst access level. Users with 
a second lower access level may not be entitled to external 
access, but may be simply able to view or utiliZe certain 
local network resources on network 130. Users may also be 
selectively allowed to make 802.11 voice calls using the 
network, depending on access level. 

[0093] For example, in an airport scenario, a non-recog 
niZed user, or a user paying a lower fee, may have an 
access/privilege level that only allows him/her local content 
such as various airport advertising, airport information such 
as the layout of the airport, including where the restroom, 
restaurants, etc. are located, ?ight information, etc., but does 
not allow the non-recogniZed user external access, e.g., 
access to the Internet. A non-recogniZed user would of 
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course also not have any access to private corporate LAN ’s 
maintained on this network, such as the corporate LANs of 
airlines located at the airport. 

[0094] If the Wireless netWork system provides a mecha 
nism for the user to register or subscribe to a netWork 
provider, then the user may do so and receive Internet access 
through that selected provider. As another alternative, the 
netWork system may provide a mechanism for the user to 
register or subscribe to an external netWork provider, e.g., 
and external ISP, perhaps With a small referral fee paid to the 
maintainer of the netWork system. 

[0095] Alternatively, the netWork 130 may provide vari 
ous local resources as Well as external Internet access Which 

are both available to users having a ?rst access level, and 
users With a second access level may not be entitled to vieW 
or utiliZe these local netWork resources on netWork 130, but 
may be simply provided some form of external access, such 
as external telephone access using VoIP or possibly a path 
Way to the Internet. 

[0096] For example, Where the netWork 130 and one or 
more Wireless access points 120 are comprised in an airport, 
one or more airlines may maintain various computing 
resources on the local netWork 130 Which are usable solely 
by airline employees and personnel. In this embodiment, 
PCDs 110 of airline employees may comprise identi?cation 
information Which indicates an access level that alloWs them 
access to the various computing resources on the netWork 
130. Thus, employees of a ?rst airline such as American 
Airlines may have ?rst access level information stored on 
their PCD 110 that entitles them to utiliZe certain American 
Airline computing resources on the netWork 130, Whereas 
employees of Delta Airlines may have second different 
access level information stored on their PCD 110 Which 
enables use of only Delta Airlines computing resources 
located on the netWork 130, etc. For each user Who is not an 
airline employee or personnel, the user may have access 
information stored on his or her PCD 110 Which only alloWs 
him or her external access toWard the Internet and use of 
certain non-private local resources, but does not alloW him 
or her to vieW or use any of the private computing resources 
on the netWork 130. Thus, PCDs 110 of the user may store 
various access level information comprised Within the iden 
ti?cation information Which selectively alloWs access to 
certain resources on the local netWork 130. This effectively 
alloWs private and public portions of the netWork 130. 

[0097] As another example, consider an of?ce, such as a 
laW ?rm of?ce or business Which maintains one or more 

Wireless or Wired access points 120. Employees of the office 
may have ?rst access level information (possibly of varying 
degrees) stored on their PCD 110 Which enables them access 
to selected resources or all resources on this netWork 130. 

HoWever, visitors to this office Which do not have this 
privilege or access level may be detected by a Wireless or 
Wired access point and not be alloWed to vieW or use any of 
the resources on the local netWork 130, but rather may 
simply be provided a port for complementary (or billable) 
external access to the Internet. Thus, a visitor or customer of 
the business Who is physically present in the office and 
desires Internet access may utiliZe his or her PCD 110 to 
gain access to the Internet through the local netWork of the 
of?ce 130, Without the visitor or customer being able to vieW 
any of the computing resources, ?le servers, etc. of that local 
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netWork 130. In addition, if the user’s corporate intranet is 
Web-based, the user may be alloWed access to his or her oWn 
LAN computing resources remotely. This alloWs businesses 
to provide customers and visitors With Internet access 
through its netWork 130 Without compromising the security 
of the netWork 130. 

[0098] As noted above, in one embodiment, the knoWn 
geographic location information may also be used to selec 
tively provide different access or privilege levels based on 
the geographic location, e.g., a user may have greater 
privilege/access levels at a ?rst geographic location than 
from a second different geographic location. For example, 
Where the netWork 130 and one or more Wireless access 
points 120 are comprised in an airport, a user may have a 
greater access level and hence access to more netWork 
resources from, for example, an airline club such as an 
Admiral’s Club, and the same user may have a lesser access 
level and hence access to feWer netWork resources from an 
airline gate. Thus, the access level of a user may be based at 
least partly on the geographic location of the user. This may 
possibly based on various agreements negotiated by service 
providers to “reWard” users Who are present at their geo 
graphic location, in a similar manner to Which the netWork 
charge rate may also be based on the geographic location of 
the user. 

[0099] Thus, in step 218, Where the method determines an 
access method for the netWork provider, the method may 
also determine one or more access levels or privilege levels 
contained Within the identi?cation information to determine 
Whether the should be provided With Internet access or 
should only have access to local resources on the netWork. 
The method may also determine the knoWn geographic 
location of the user to aid in determining the access level as 
described above. 

[0100] In step 232 the access point 120 or MIB 150 or 
other device operates to provide or route data depending 
upon this access level. Thus, users With the appropriate 
access level may have Internet access as Well as be able to 
vieW and use resources on the netWork 130, While users 
lacking this necessary access level may simply be provided 
With certain local netWork resources and not have any 
Internet access. Alternatively, users having a loWer access or 
privilege level may be provided some form of external 
access, such as local telephone access using VoIP, 802.11 
voice calls, or possibly complementary Internet access, 
Without being able to vieW or use certain private netWork 
resources. 

[0101] FIG. 6 illustrates one exemplary embodiment, 
Where a PCD 110A of a ?rst user comprises identi?cation 
information having an access level Which indicates that the 
user has access only to the computing resources on the local 
netWork 130. In this instance, once this access level has been 
veri?ed as determined by a lookup in the table or data 
structure, data or packets from the PCD 110A may be routed 
to various computing resources on the local netWork as 
shoWn by the arroWs designated “1”. In contrast, PCD 110B 
of a second user comprises identi?cation information Which 
includes a greater access level Which encompasses accessing 
local resources on netWork 130 as Well as Internet access. In 

this instance, in addition to local netWork access, data or 
packets may also be routed from the PCD 110B through the 
access point 120 and directly out to an external access port 
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for Internet access. Thus, the user Who does not have the 
appropriate access or privilege level is able to vieW or use 
any computing resources on the netWork 130, but cannot 
gain Internet access through the netWork 130. As noted 
above, the system can also be con?gured Whereby the user 
Who does not have the appropriate access or privilege level 
is only alloWed Internet access, and users With higher 
privilege levels are able to vieW or use computing resources 
on the netWork 130. 

[0102] Thus, the present invention enables a plurality of 
netWork providers to utiliZe a common set of Wireless or 
Wired access points to provide their respective services to a 
potentially overlapping set of customers. This alloWs use of 
a single netWork infrastructure, Which minimally impacts 
the Wireless spectrum available at a location While alloWing 
the maXimum possible number of netWork providers to offer 
their netWork access services. In addition, the system and 
method described herein alloWs subscribers of a netWork 
provider A to be able to use the netWork access service 
provided by netWork provider B in a location otherWise not 
serviced by provider A Without necessarily providing any 
relationship With provider B and vice versa. This alloWs a 
confederation of netWork providers to offer netWork access 
to a larger footprint of locations, Which offers more value to 
each of their respective subscribers. 

[0103] The system may thus alloW netWork access from 
multiple different providers. For eXample, one communica 
tion service may be referred to as a Wayport netWork 
(Wayport is a Registered Trademark of Wayport, Inc. of 
Austin, TeX.). AWayport netWork may be compatible With 
other types of similar netWorks maintained by other com 
panies. For eXample, if Wayport netWorks are installed in the 
Austin-Bergstrom International Airport and similar ‘XYZ’ 
netWorks are installed in a hotel in doWntoWn Austin, a user 
that has subscribed to Wayport netWorks may be able to use 
the services offered at the doWntoWn hotel by XYZ. More 
speci?cally, a user that has registered With a Wayport 
netWork (e.g., has entered demographic data and agreed to 
pay transaction costs) may not need to register With XYZ. 
The user may use other netWork providers (e.g., XYZ 
networks) and still only be billed from one company (e.g., 
the provider of the Wayport netWork With Which the user is 
registered). This may be accomplished through agreements 
established betWeen different netWork providers. 

[0104] For eXample, a Wayport netWork-registered user 
attempts to connect to a XYZ netWork in the doWntoWn 
hotel. In the embodiment described herein, the access point 
120 maintained by the XYZ netWork still ansWers or com 
municates With the PCD 110, even though the PCD 110 
provides identi?cation information that is different from, 
and possibly not even recogniZed by, the access point 120. 
In this eXample, assume the XYZ netWork notices from the 
PCD ID information that the user is not registered on the 
XYZ netWork, but is registered on the WAYPORT netWork. 
The XYZ netWork may perform a veri?cation of the PCD ID 
by querying a database of registered PCD IDs on the 
WAYPORT netWork. The XYZ netWork may acquire demo 
graphic information on the credentials of the user. If the 
credentials of a user are not acceptable, access to the XYZ 
netWork may be denied. If the credentials are acceptable, the 
XYZ netWork may grant the user access to various goods, 
information and/or service providers. The XYZ netWork 
may inform the user (via a message on the user’s PCD) that 
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there is an additional cost for accessing the XYZ netWork as 
a non-registered user. The user may then have the choice of 
paying the additional fees for the services or disconnecting. 
In addition, the user may have the option of registering With 
the XYZ netWork to avoid paying ‘roaming’ fees. 

[0105] Wireless AP Usage of Multiple Channels 

[0106] A Wireless access point 120 can use one of a 
plurality of different RF (radio frequency) channels for 
communication With portable computing devices of users. 
For eXample, a Wireless access point 120 can use one of RF 
channels 1 through 11. As is Well knoWn, RF channels 1, 6 
and 11 are non-overlapping, With the remainder of these 
channels being partially overlapping With other channels. 

[0107] According to one embodiment of the present inven 
tion, each Wireless access point can communicate on one or 
more, eg a plurality of or all of, the available Wireless 
channels, e.g., the available RF channels. Furthermore, each 
access point 120 can control Which channel the PCD 110 of 
a client is able to use. In one embodiment, each PCD may 
scan each of the RF channels until it detects a Wireless 
access point 120 at one of the channels. 

[0108] In one embodiment, one or more of the Wireless 
access points may each utiliZe a plurality of the RF channels, 
e.g., may use each of the non-overlapping channels 1, 6 and 
11 to effectively provide up to three times the channel 
capacity. Thus, the Wireless access point 120 may be able to 
control allocations of a plurality or all of the respective RF 
channels to selectively obtain higher bandWidth When appro 
priate, or to simply accommodate a greater number of 
subscribers. Thus, if a Wireless access point using only one 
RF channel could only handle ?fty PCD’s 110 on that 
respective channel, the Wireless access point may operate to 
use all three non-overlapping RF channels to effectively 
triple this capacity to a total of 150 simultaneous PCD’s 110. 

[0109] As another eXample, if the Wireless access point 
120 is only communicating With one PCD 110, then the 
Wireless access point 120 may optionally or selectively use 
each of the three non-overlapping RF channels to produce 
effectively three times the bandWidth for this communica 
tion. As additional portable computer devices come into 
communication With the respective Wireless access point, 
120, the Wireless access point 120 may selectively allocate 
different channels to different ones of these PCD’s as 
needed. Further, if more than three PCD’s are communicat 
ing With the respective Wireless access point, the Wireless 
access point 120 may partition one or more of the respective 
channels for the respective users, such as using Wireless 
Ethernet Collision Sense Multiple Access/Collision Detec 
tion (CSMA/CD) or other multiple access schemes such as 
TDMA, FDMA, or CDMA, among others. 

[0110] In one embodiment, as described above With 
respect to step 232, the access point 120 operates to direct 
PCDs 110 to an available channel, possibly based on infor 
mation received from the PCD 110. Thus, the access point 
120, not the PCD 110, may assign channels for communi 
cation. For eXample, the access point 120 may operate to 
direct a PCD 110 to an available communication channel 

(e.g., an RF channel) based on the identi?cation information, 
e.g., the SID, received from the PCD 110. The access point 
120 may also operate to direct the PCD 110 to an available 
communication channel based on other types of identi?ca 
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tion or authentication information, or on the determined 
access level of the PCD. This allows an access point 120 to 
separate the communication traf?c onto different channels 
based on the netWork provider being used, or based on the 
access or privilege level of the PCD 110. For example, the 
access point 120 may assign a PCD 110 a communication 
channel based on Whether the PCD 110 has access to private 
portions of the netWork. 

[0111] FIGS. 7 through 10—NetWork Access using a 
Roaming Partner and Network Provider 

[0112] In one embodiment, a user may access internet 
services via a netWork provider 162 With Whom the user has 
no prior relationship. As discussed above With reference to 
step 232 of FIG. 4, the PCD 110 of the user is alloWed to 
obtain netWork access through his previously chosen net 
Work provider, i.e., through the netWork provider to Which 
the user has previously subscribed. Users may be permitted 
to roam on various netWork infrastructures from multiple 
netWork providers. In other Words, a user Who is a subscriber 
of netWork provider A (the roaming partner 170) may roam 
on a netWork infrastructure operated and maintained by 
netWork provider B (the netWork provider 162). Alterna 
tively, certain portions of the netWork infrastructure may be 
built and maintained by a third party Who is not a netWork 
provider, and subscribers of each of the various netWork 
providers (roaming partners 170) may be able to roam onto 
this netWork. 

[0113] As illustrated in FIG. 7, the user premises (e.g., a 
hotel or airport) may be con?gured With a number of 
Wireless access points 120 and/or Wired access points 122. 
These access points (APs) may be coupled to a sWitch plant 
124. For Wireless access, the APs may broadcast a netWork 
name (e.g., a Service Set Indenti?er or SSID) identifying a 
Wireless netWork from a netWork provider. If a Wireless 
access card in a PCD is set to accept an SSID of “Any,” then 
the card may associate the PCD With the AP. If, on the other 
hand, the Wireless access card is set to associate only With 
?xed SSIDs, then the SSID must be set to the particular 
SSID for the netWork provider before proceeding. Depend 
ing upon the softWare of the PCD, this SSID con?guration 
process may be manual or substantially automatic (e.g., 
alloWing the user to select SSIDs from a list). 

[0114] The sWitch plant 124 may be coupled to a netWork 
management device (NMD) 126 for connecting PCDs to the 
internet. The NMD 126 may comprise the functionality of a 
router and/or a Web-server that provides access to the 
internet and monitoring of client usage. The NMD 126 may 
also comprise an access control list (ACL). The ACL may 
comprise a ?reWall and/or other security measures. 

[0115] As used herein, “AAA” is an abbreviation for 
authentication, authoriZation, and accounting. In one 
embodiment, AAA provides a system to control What com 
puter resources users have access to and to keep track of the 
activity of users over a netWork (e.g., in IP-based netWork 
ing). Authentication is the process of identifying an indi 
vidual, usually based on a username and passWord. Authen 
tication is based on the idea that each individual user Will 
have unique information that sets him or her apart from other 
users. AuthoriZation is the process of granting or denying a 
user access to netWork resources. AuthoriZation may com 

mence once the user has been authenticated through a 
username and passWord. The amount of information and the 
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amount of services the user has access to depend on the 
user’s authoriZation level. Accounting is the process of 
keeping track of a user’s activity While accessing the net 
Work resources. NetWork resources may include the amount 
of time spent in the netWork, the services accessed While 
there, and the amount of data transferred during the session. 
Accounting data may be used for trend analysis, capacity 
planning, billing, auditing, and cost allocation. 

[0116] AAA services often require a server that is dedi 
cated to providing the three services. RADIUS (Remote 
Authentication Dial-In User Service) is an example of an 
AAA service used by many Internet Service Providers 
(ISPs). When a user connects to the ISP, the user’s username 
and passWord may be passed to a RADIUS server. The 
RADIUS server may then check that the information is 
correct and authoriZe access to the ISP’s system. The 
RADIUS speci?cation is maintained by a Working group of 
the IETF (Internet Engineering Task Force), the main stan 
dards organiZation for the Internet. 

[0117] In one embodiment, the roaming system and 
method may provide at least tWo different methods forAAA 
of roaming users: one method for use With a broWser, and 
one for use With client softWare. Both methods may use a 
standard RADIUS login With a RADIUS-quali?ed username 
and passWord. 

[0118] When a Web broWser is used instead of client 
softWare, the Web server responds to a get request (request 
ing a Web page from a valid address) With an HTTP 302 
redirect to a custom Welcome page. Therefore, the custom 
Welcome page is displayed rather than the requested Web 
page. The custom Welcome page may permit the user to 
choose a connection type for accessing the internet: for 
example, by purchasing a connection (e.g., using a credit 
card or hotel account), by using an existing membership 
With the service provider, by using a coupon to purchase a 
connection, or by using a roaming connection With a roam 
ing provider (e. g., entering a RADIUS name and passWord). 
The custom Welcome page may require the user to select a 
connection type and accept an “Acceptable Use Policy” 
before proceeding. The user Will then be able to access the 
internet in a normal manner until the end of the relevant 
billing period. In many cases, the billing period may end at 
check-in time (for a hotel), until midnight (for other pre 
mises), or tWenty-four hours from the time of purchase. 

[0119] For a Web broWser, the roaming user may select a 
roaming connection on the custom Welcome page. The Web 
server may instruct the broWser to display a logon WindoW 
for the user to input his or her RADIUS username and 
passWord. The username should be RADUIS-resolvable so 
that the AAA server 168a from the netWork provider 162 
may properly proxy to the AAA server 168b from the 
roaming partner 170. For example, the username may be of 
the form: “COMPANY X/myusername@CompanyX.com.” 
Upon authentication by the roaming AAA server 168b, a 
RADIUS “start” record may be generated for accounting 
purposes. A corresponding “stop” record may be generated 
upon disconnection. 

[0120] In addition to the authentication credentials, other 
information may be exchanged betWeen the netWork pro 
vider and the roaming partner. For example, the netWork 
provider may publish service and fee information that is 
speci?c to the local site and/or netWork provider, as Well as 




















