
An Overview of a Typical Wireless Home Network 

Unless you haven't been paying attention lately, you've probably seen the term wireless 
networking popping up everywhere. You've probably visited a wireless cafe, or been able 
to work wirelessly at your office. It seems that wireless is the new big thing.  

Historically speaking, wireless has been around for quite a while. Starting in the early 
20th century, engineers figured out how to send radiotelegraph signals (Morse code) 
without the use of wires, making it possible for ships at sea to communicate with each 
other and with fixed locations on shore. With the discovery of amplitude, radio soon 
followed, and then came TV broadcasts.  

Wireless applications are now found just about everywhere, from TV and garage remotes 
and two-way radios to digital pagers, GPS (Global Positioning System) systems, cell 
phones, and wireless networks. Wireless, the old term that used to mean radio, is now 
back in vogue.  

This course introduces you to key aspects of current wireless technology, and specifically 
to how it pertains to setting up a wireless network in your home. This first lesson 
discusses the benefits of implementing wireless mobile technologies in your home. 
Wireless networking has a lot of promise, and for the first time in a long time, even 
technically impaired consumers can set up a home network without too much difficulty. 
Are you ready to work without wires? Read on.  

Before getting started, it'd be a good idea to define some general categories for wireless 
networking. Although the wireless landscape may seem bewildering, all you have to keep 
in mind is the following information:  

• Wireless networking is about broadcasting (much like a radio station does) 
network data called packets over an airborne frequency.  

• Similar to TV and radio, network broadcasts have an effective distance and 
certain materials or conditions (such as thick walls or rugged terrain) can disrupt 
broadcasts.  

• Because wireless networking is a broadcast, anyone with a receiver tuned in to 
your network's frequency can see what you're doing, unless you encrypt your 
traffic.  

That wasn't so bad, right? You're now ready to learn about the different specifications, 
focusing on the most popular ones.  

802.11x  
The 802.11x family of specifications is an extension of the Ethernet specification 
common in wired networking. The 802.11x family of specifications is flexible; it can 
handle TCP/IP (Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol), AppleTalk, and other 



file sharing-based traffic. The most popular subspecification is 802.11b, which can be 
used in a heterogeneous computing environment (such as Macs, Unix workstations, and 
Windows-based PCs) as long as every machine is using 802.11b wireless cards and 
communicating via 802.11b access points.  

802.11b can support up to 11 Mbps (megabits per second) at distances ranging from just 
a few feet to several hundred feet, transmitting over the standard 2.4 Ghz unlicensed 
band. Of course, as with other kinds of broadcasts, transmission distance is based on line 
of sight and obstacles, such as walls, appliances, and so on.  

Newer protocols based on 802.11b, namely 802.11a and 802.11g, are also becoming 
popular. The 802.11a specification is much faster than 802.11b: It allows data 
transmission at 54 Mbps over the 5 Ghz (gigahertz) band. This is a great specification to 
use when sending huge files back and forth over the network, or when working with 
bandwidth-intensive network applications, such as streaming video.  

The 802.11g specification is as fast as 802.11a but shares the same bandwidth used by 
802.11b. It can transmit data at a rate of 54 Mbps over 2.4 Ghz. This is considered a next 
generation wireless network specification, and is designed for large enterprise 
installations and Wi-Fi (wireless fidelity) rollouts.  

Bluetooth  
Bluetooth is ideally suited for PANs (personal area networks) that operate within short 
ranges and need robust bandwidth support. Bluetooth is also a handy way to get your cell 
phone talking with a PDA (personal digital assistant), your digital camera transmitting 
data to a printer, and PDAs beaming information to a laptop. Similar to the 802.11b 
specification, Bluetooth broadcasts on the unlicensed 2.4 Ghz band. Although Bluetooth's 
bandwidth is much larger than 802.11b, its range is much shorter. Bluetooth is the perfect 
way to connect a peer-to-peer network, and is well suited to the task.  

If all these different terms, categories, and specifications sound confusing right now, 
don't worry. You'll get into more detail about them as the course continues.  

In the last half-decade or so, you've probably heard and read a lot of hype about how 
wireless networking is going to change the way you work and live. Only now are some of 
these promises starting to come true. There's wireless access at airports, cafes, libraries, 
office buildings, even places such as Central Park in New York City. The way you work 
and play is even changing. You can now check your e-mail by turning on your wireless 
notebook while you wait in a client's lounge. Or you can break free from your desk and 
work from the comfort of a sidewalk cafe.  

In wireless networking there are a couple of acronyms with which you need to be 
familiar: PAN (Personal Area Network) and WLAN (Wireless Local Area Network). 
You're probably wondering what these terms mean -- so let's talk about them!  



Getting up close: PANs  
PANs, as you recall, are personal area networks. These networks have a very short 
broadcasting range. So far the reigning champion in the world of personal area 
networking is the Bluetooth specification. Bluetooth allows mobile devices to recognize 
each other and communicate within a 30-foot radius. Bluetooth cards are available for 
PDAs, notebook computers, printers, digital cameras, and other devices. What's nice 
about Bluetooth isn't just its wide availability: The cards are relatively inexpensive and 
don't require a huge power source to run.  

How would you use a PAN in your home? Imagine that you're taking photos at your son's 
eighth birthday party with your Bluetooth-enabled digital camera. Instead of walking 
back to your computer every hour or so to download the images, you can send the images 
over the PAN to your desktop computer, which is also Bluetooth-enabled.  

Or, imagine that you want to print some notes you took on your Palm device. Instead of 
synching the data with your desktop PC and then sending it to the printer, your 
Bluetooth-enabled Palm device can print directly to your Bluetooth-enabled printer.  

You may also have a wireless PDA and cell phone combo, both of which have Bluetooth 
cards. You can use the Bluetooth connection to allow the PDA to send e-mail via the cell 
phone's connection to the Internet -- without having to tap out messages using the phone's 
keypad, or even take the cell phone out of your bag.  

Think local: WLANs  
The 802.11x family of WLAN specifications take wireless beyond the realm of PANs. 
With a well-designed WLAN, people working in offices or at home have added 
flexibility over where they access the network.  

For example, instead of sequestering yourself in a back home office, you can choose to 
work in the living room, closer to the rest of your family. Or you may choose to check 
your e-mail or crunch the family budget from the comfort of your patio on a beautiful 
day.  

The rest of this course focuses mainly on setting up a WLAN in your home, so you'll 
learn more detail as it becomes appropriate.  

Generally speaking, up until a few years ago, most homes had just one computer in them, 
with one set of peripherals, such as a scanner and printer used by that computer. Because 
there was only one computer, there really wasn't much need for sharing those peripherals 
or communicating with other machines on a network.  



It soon became common to see more than one computer in a household. Rather than 
buying extra scanners, printers, and other devices, homeowners could hook computers 
together with hubs and Ethernet cables, and share those devices. If your kids had to print 
a report for school, they could do so by sharing the printer in the den.  

Also, more and more professionals started to bring work home on their laptops, and 
needed easy access to the Internet. Added to all this activity was the burgeoning work-
from-home workforce of telecommuters, consultants, and freelancers. All of these users 
needed a flexible, inexpensive solution that allowed for the creation of networks.  

Instead of having to worry about running cable from one room to the next, wireless 
technologies allow for an elegant solution. All you need to do is:  

• Buy a wireless access point and attach it to your outgoing cable or DSL 
modem/router.  

• Buy wireless cards for each computer on the network.  
• Buy wireless cards for each peripheral you want to share, or simply share the 

peripheral on the network.  

That's it -- that's all you need to set up networking. Wireless provides a cheap way to get 
set up, and also offers inexpensive ways of growing your network if you need to. In 
upcoming lessons, the necessary components are covered, and you'll learn about network 
security.  

 


