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(54) Graphical representation of in-flight messages

(57) A graphical in-flight message representation
system comprises a sensor configured to measure a
characteristic of a flight of an aircraft and a communica-
tion device configured to send and receive in-flight mes-
sages. An in-flight message is a message communicated
during the flight of the aircraft. The system also comprises
a display unit configured to display a graphical flight
progress indicator and one or more message icons, each
of the one or more message icons corresponding to a
respective in-flight message. The graphical flight
progress indicator is representative of the characteristic
of the flight measured by the sensor. Each of the one or
more message icons are displayed in location relative to
the graphical flight progress indicator based on the meas-
ured characteristic of the flight when the respective in-
flight message was communicated.
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Description

BACKGROUND

[0001] CPDLC messages are used for communication
between controller and pilot. Traditionally, all received
and sent messages are displayed in a list box format.
The pilot normally opens up the list box and opens an
individual message to read. The pilot must navigate be-
tween review and new menus to read the messages.
There are several different message types, such as re-
ports, conditional clearances, and loadable messages.
In the case of reports, a report is formed and sent when
a particular scenario or set of conditions is met.

SUMMARY

[0002] In one embodiment, a graphical in-flight mes-
sage representation system is provided. The system
comprises a sensor configured to measure a character-
istic of a flight of an aircraft and a communication device
configured to send and receive in-flight messages. An
in-flight message is a message communicated during the
flight of the aircraft. The system also comprises a display
unit configured to display a graphical flight progress in-
dicator and one or more message icons, each of the one
or more message icons corresponding to a respective
in-flight message. The graphical flight progress indicator
is representative of the characteristic of the flight meas-
ured by the sensor. Each of the one or more message
icons are displayed in location relative to the graphical
flight progress indicator based on the measured charac-
teristic of the flight when the respective in-flight message
was communicated.

DRAWINGS

[0003] Understanding that the drawings depict only ex-
emplary embodiments and are not therefore to be con-
sidered limiting in scope, the exemplary embodiments
will be described with additional specificity and detail
through the use of the accompanying drawings, in which:

Figure 1 is an illustration of one embodiment of a
graphical representation of in-flight messages.

Figure 2 is an illustration of another embodiment of
a graphical message display.

Figures 3A-3C illustrate one embodiment of a graph-
ical message display overlay.

Figure 4 is a flow chart depicting one embodiment
of a method of graphical representation of in-flight
messages;

Figure 5 is a flow chart depicting one embodiment
of a method of operation of a graphical overlay of in-

flight messages;

Figure 6 illustrates a block diagram of one embodi-
ment of a system for a graphical representation of
in-flight messages.

[0004] In accordance with common practice, the vari-
ous described features are not drawn to scale but are
drawn to emphasize specific features relevant to the ex-
emplary embodiments.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0005] In the following detailed description, reference
is made to the accompanying drawings that form a part
hereof, and in which is shown by way of illustration spe-
cific illustrative embodiments. However, it is to be under-
stood that other embodiments may be utilized and that
logical, mechanical, and electrical changes may be
made. Furthermore, the method presented in the drawing
figures and the specification is not to be construed as
limiting the order in which the individual steps may be
performed. The following detailed description is, there-
fore, not to be taken in a limiting sense.
[0006] Figure 1 is an illustration of one embodiment of
a graphical representation 100 of in-flight messages. The
graphical representation 100 includes a graphically de-
picted flight progress indicator 101. In the embodiment
shown in Figure 1, this is a flight path altitude over time
representation. In another embodiment, the flight
progress indicator 101 represents the flight path as ge-
ographical position. In other embodiments, the flight
progress indicator 101 is a timeline of the flight progress.
Along the depicted flight progress indicator 101 are a
plurality of message icons representing individual mes-
sages. As used herein, the term "flight" refers to the time
starting from when the aircraft begins moving to when
the aircraft comes to a stop. Thus, a flight includes in air
movement and ground movement, such as taxiing, take-
off, and landing. Thus, an in-flight message is a message
received during a flight of the aircraft.
[0007] Each message icon is depicted on the flight
progress indicator 101 to indicate when and/or where the
message was received or sent in relation to the flight
progress. The first message icon 111 is represented
graphically as a message box which appears early on
the flight progress indicator 101, which in this example
indicates that the message occurred while the aircraft
was on the ground. Each message icon is accompanies
by either an uplink indication 103 or a downlink indication
105. The uplink indication 103 indicates an uplink com-
munication from the controller to the plane. In this exam-
ple, the uplink indication 103 is displayed as an upward
pointing arrow. However, the uplink indication 103 can
be implemented differently in other embodiments. For
example, in some embodiments, the uplink indication 103
is a word, such as "up" which accompanies each corre-
sponding uplink message icon. The downlink indication
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105 indicates a downlink communication from the plane
to the controller. In this example, the downlink indication
is implemented as a downward pointing arrow. However,
it is to be understood that the downlink indication can be
implemented differently in other embodiments. For ex-
ample, in some embodiments, the downlink indication
105 is a word, such as "down" which accompanies each
corresponding downlink message icon, or the message
is color coded, shaded, or can have a different border
outline.
[0008] In this example, the uplink message icons on
the flight progress indication 101 also include a departure
clearance message icon 112; a message icon 113 indi-
cating C level 3000; a message icon 114 indicating main-
tain 3000; a message icon 116 indicating descent 2000
ft.; and a message icon 117 indicating a gate assignment.
The message icon 114 is color coded to indicate a dif-
ferent status or priority of a message. In another embod-
iment, this can be accomplished through the use of dif-
ferent fonts, font sizing, or other similar techniques. The
gate assignment message icon 117 is also color coded
to indicate a different status and/or priority.
[0009] The message icon 115 indicates a weather re-
quest message and is accompanied by a downlink indi-
cation 105. The request weather message icon 115 is
color coded to indicate a different status or priority from
the other messages, similar to message icons 114 and
117.. The message icons are displayed along the flight
progress indicator 101 according to when the message
was sent or received, and also color coded to indicate
status and/or priority on one display screen. The pilot can
select an individual message to open and read from this
screen.
[0010] Figure 2 shows another embodiment of a mes-
sage display 200. Selectable message filter 202 provides
the pilot with options to filter the message display. In this
example, the selectable message filter 202 provides
three options from which to choose messages: CPDLC,
Waypoint and New+Old. In Figure 2, waypoint messages
are displayed. The flight progress indicator 201 in this
example depicts the flight path as geographic positions.
A plurality of messages 205-1...205-N are displayed
along the flight path according to when and where the
messages were sent or received. The messages 205 are
color coded to represent different statuses and priorities
of the messages as discussed above. The messages
205-1...205-N are also accompanied by uplink and down-
link indications, which are displayed as up and down ar-
rows.
[0011] In this example, selecting a message, such as
by hovering over, clicking on or otherwise pointing to the
message box, will cause related messages to be high-
lighted with a colored border. For example, selecting
message 205-1 highlights related message 205-3 with a
red-colored border. In one embodiment, this indicates
that the messages have related Message Identification
Numbers (MIN) and Message Reference Numbers
(MRN). In other embodiments, the related messages can

be identified by using different color coding, font display
settings, displaying the MIN and MRN numbers them-
selves, arrows or lines between messages, or through
other changes known to those having ordinary skill in the
art.
[0012] Selecting a message also displays the mes-
sage on the screen and creates a response dialog 204.
For example, in the example of Figure 2, the message
205-1 was selected. In some embodiments, the same
action to select a message which causes related mes-
sages to be highlighted also causes the message to be
displayed. For example, hovering over or clicking on a
message both highlights related messages and displays
the selected message. In other embodiments, different
actions are required to display the message and to high-
light related messages. For example, in one embodi-
ment, clicking on a message block once causes related
messages to be highlighted and clicking on the message
block twice causes the message to be displayed and cre-
ates a response dialog. In one embodiment, the message
blocks can be hidden from the map display by the user.
This in some embodiments, the message blocks can be
hidden from the map by clicking a checkbox or button
within the message block. The hidden message is still
available in the message log, but hidden from full view
on the map.
[0013] The response dialog 204 displays the contents
of the selected message, along with response options
207. The response options in this example are "Wilco,"
"Standby," and "Unable." In other messages, other re-
sponse options may be presented depending on the mes-
sage requirements, and the system requirements of other
embodiments. Other response options include "Accept"
and "Reject;" "Affirmative" and "Negative;" "Roger." For
these response options, a "Standby" response option will
almost always accompany the other response options.
For some messages, response options might include the
option of responding with a report, and in some cases,
not having a response option at all the message only
needing to be viewed. If the message or messages do
not fit on the display screen, zooming functionality may
be implemented in the message display system 200. This
will cause horizontal scrollbar 210 and vertical scrollbar
208 to appear on the display to navigate the message
display 200. In other embodiments, the message may be
opened, taking the user to the actual message page and
displaying the message itself. In one embodiment, once
the message has been responded to, a "Clear" button is
provided in the response dialog. The "Clear" button al-
lows the pilot to clear the message dialog.
[0014] Figure 3A illustrates an exemplary graphical in-
flight message overlay 300. A map graphical user inter-
face (GUI) 310 is displayed on screen to the pilot. In some
embodiments, the map GUI 310 can be displayed directly
on the route page of a flight management system (FMS)
or flight management computer (FMC). In other embod-
iments, the map GUI 310 may be displayed on the mul-
tifunction display (MFD) or navigation display. In yet an-
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other embodiment, the map GUI 310 may be displayed
on a Communication Management Function (CMF) dis-
play. The type of display used to display the map is not
limited to these examples, and other displays capable of
displaying such information may be used.
[0015] A flight path 315 overlay is displayed as a layer
of the map GUI 310. A selectable message filter 320 pro-
vides the user control over what kind of datalink commu-
nication, or what type of messages the user wishes to
view on the overlay. In one embodiment, the options pro-
vided for the selectable message filter 320 are Air Traffic
Control (ATC), Flight Information Service (FIS), Compa-
ny or Airline Operation Communications (AOC), or ALL.
Graphical representations of in-flight messages can be
added as a map layer and are positioned on the flight
path according to time received along the intended or
actual flight path. The messages themselves are depict-
ed on the flight path as selectable message icons 321,
323, 325, 327, and 329. Arrows originating from the mes-
sage icon point to a location on the flight path 315 where
the aircraft was located when the message was sent or
received. A company message is shown from earlier in
the flight path at message icon 329. In some embodi-
ments, when a new message is received, the newly re-
ceived message or messages can be auto-selected or
auto-displayed, such as when another message isn’t al-
ready being viewed. In some embodiments, a message
icon is color coded to indicate that it has not been re-
sponded to. This is depicted in Figure 3A, for example,
with shading of message icon 329. In other embodi-
ments, other indicators may be used to show that the
message has been responded to, or what response was
sent such as a WILCO or UNABLE. Examples of such
indicators can include, but are not limited to, changing
font sizes, message borders, or colors. Message icon
327 shows label ATC to indicate a message from air traf-
fic control. Message icon 327 is also shaded to indicate
that the message has not been responded to. Message
icon 325 is labeled FIS to indicate a flight information
service message. Message icon is not shaded, to indi-
cate that a response to the message was sent. Message
icon 323 shows an FIS message that was not responded
to. Message icon 321 shows an ATC message that was
responded to. Individual messages can be opened from
this screen so as to read the entire contents of a message
on another page, or alternatively, messages can be re-
sponded to from this overlay interface 300 as described
below with reference to figures 3B and 3C.
[0016] Figure 3B illustrates exemplary graphical in-
flight message overlay 300 when a user controlled cursor
or pointer is positioned over, or otherwise selects, a mes-
sage icon. In this example, message icon 327 is selected.
By positioning a cursor or pointer over the message icon
327, a summary communication message 330 "pops up"
or appears on the display. The summary communication
message 330 contains a summary of the contents of the
message.
[0017] Figure 3C illustrates exemplary graphical in-

flight message overlay 300 when the message icon 327
is opened for response. As discussed above, one action
can be used to select a message for review or summary
as described with respect to Figure 3B and another action
can be used to select a message for response as shown
in Figure 3C. For example, in one embodiment a single
click causes the summary communication message 330
of Figure 3B to be displayed whereas clicking on the mes-
sage box twice causes a response dialog 335 to be
opened on the screen. The response box 335 contains
options for the pilot to respond to the message. In one
embodiment the response options are WILCO, for "will
comply," or UNABLE, Load for loading the clearance into
the FMC, or to send the ATC report. Once a response is
sent, the response dialog 335 blanks or closes and the
uplink message will indicate that it was closed and cor-
responding downlink message will be indicated as dis-
cussed previously. The specific response options can
vary based on the type of message.
[0018] Figure 4 illustrates a flow chart depicting an ex-
emplary method 400 of displaying a graphical represen-
tation of in-flight messages. At block 401, message icons
are overlaid on the screen. In some embodiments, the
message icons may be overlaid on a map GUI, as dis-
cussed above with respect to Figures 3A-3C. At block
403, meta-information associated with each respective
message is displayed. Meta-information may include in-
dications of whether a message has been responded to,
the message origin such as ATC, AOC, or FIS, the type
of message, message priority, message meaning, dialog
type (speed, altitude, route, etc.), message status (open,
closed, etc.), response type (Wilco/Unable; Affirma-
tive/Negative; Roger, etc.), message relationships (for
example, related MRN/MIN) or any other relevant infor-
mation other than the message content itself. Ways to
relay meta-information on the display include, but are not
limited to, color coding of message icons, adjusting font,
adjusting font size, adjusting border size, color or shape,
or a combination of these kinds of indicators. At block
405, the message icons are positioned on the screen
according to when the message was communicated. As
used herein, the term "communicated" includes sending
and receiving. Thus, the message icons are positioned
on the screen according to when the corresponding in-
flight message was sent from the aircraft or received at
the aircraft. For example, the message icons are posi-
tioned according to the altitude of the aircraft when and/or
where the message was communicated, the geographic
location of the aircraft when the message was commu-
nicated, and/or the time when the message communi-
cated. The time can be an absolute time or a time relative
to when the flight began. In other embodiments, other
characteristics of the flight are used to determine the po-
sition of the message icons. In one embodiment, the po-
sition is indicated by arrows originating at the message
icons and pointing to a location on the flight path indicat-
ing when during the flight the message was received. In
other embodiments, other indications of position may be
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used instead of arrows, such as solid lines, dashes, or
other such alternatives.
[0019] Figure 5 illustrates an exemplary method 500
for operation of a graphical overlay of in-flight messages.
At block 501, a message icon is selected. At block 503,
this prompts the system to open a response dialog. The
response dialog contains options for responding to the
message. In one embodiment, the options for responding
to the message include WILCO, UNABLE, STANDBY
and LOAD. In one embodiment, the response dialog is
overlaid on the same map GUI as the flight progress in-
dicator which displays the message icons. In another em-
bodiment, the message is opened, taking the user to a
full message page from where the user has access to
the entire message and can respond to the message. At
decision block 505, after the response dialog is opened,
the system determines whether a response was sent. At
block 507, a status indicator is set to indicate whether a
response was sent or not.
[0020] Figure 6 illustrates a block diagram of a system
600 for a graphical representation of in-flight messages.
System 600 includes one or more communication devic-
es 610, such as a datalink communication device. For
the purposes of explanation, communication device 610
is depicted as a single device. It is to be understood that
the communication device is not limited to just a single
device, and may be a combination of more than one de-
vice. The communication device 610 can include, but is
not limited to, a datalink control and display unit (DCDU)
611, an FMS or FMC 613, and/or a communication man-
agement unit (CMU) or CMF 614, and/or an electronic
flight bag (EFB). The communication device 610 is con-
figured to send and receive various in-flight messages
directly or indirectly via a radio 630. The radio 630 in-
cludes a transmitter 631 configured to transmit signals
and a receiver 632 configured to receive signals as
known to one of skill in the art.
[0021] The communication device 610 is coupled to a
display unit 620 on which a flight progress indicator and
message icons can be displayed, as discussed above.
In one embodiment, the display unit 620 can graphically
represent a map GUI, and has overlay functionality that
allows a user or pilot to graphically layer a flight path, as
well as in-flight messages from the communication de-
vice 610. The display unit 620 can be implemented as
any display unit which is capable of displaying graphical
content. Suitable exemplary display units include, but are
not limited to, a display associated with the FMS/FMC
itself, a multifunction display (MFD), and/or a display as-
sociated with a CMU/CMF. Suitable technologies for im-
plementing the display unit 620 include, but not limited
to, a cathode ray tube (CRT) display, an active matrix
liquid crystal display (LCD), a passive matrix LCD, or
plasma display unit.
[0022] The communication device 610 is also coupled
to a user interface device 640. The user interface device
is configured to provide user selections and input to the
communication device 610. The user input device 640

can be implemented as, but is not limited to, keyboards,
touch screens, microphones, cursor control devices, line
select buttons, glareshield buttons, etc. In some embod-
iments, the user input device 640 comprises more than
one type of input device. In addition, the user input device
640 and the display unit 620 can be implemented as a
single device, such as in the case of a touch screen de-
vice, or a Multipurpose Control Display Unit (MCDU). The
communication device 610 is also directly or indirectly
coupled to information from one or more sensors 650.
Each sensor 650 configured to measure a characteristic
of the flight. For example, the sensor 650 can be imple-
mented in one embodiment as a global positioning sys-
tem (GPS) receiver to measure the geographic location
of the aircraft during flight. In another embodiment, the
sensor 650 can be implemented as a timer to measure
the time during flight or an altimeter to measure the alti-
tude of the aircraft. It is to be understood that other sen-
sors can be implemented in other embodiments and that
more than one sensor can be used directly or indirectly.
[0023] The communication device 610 includes a proc-
essor 611 and a memory 613 having graphical message
instructions 615 stored thereon. Processor 611 executes
the graphical message instructions 615 in performing the
functionality discussed herein to graphically represent
messages. These instructions are typically stored on any
appropriate computer readable medium used for storage
of computer readable instructions or data structures. The
computer readable medium can be implemented as any
available media that can be accessed by a general pur-
pose or special purpose computer or processor, or any
programmable logic device. Suitable processor-reada-
ble media may include storage or memory media such
as magnetic or optical media. For example, storage or
memory media may include conventional hard disks,
Compact Disk - Read Only Memory (CD-ROM), volatile
or non-volatile media such as Random Access Memory
(RAM) (including, but not limited to, Synchronous Dy-
namic Random Access Memory (SDRAM), Double Data
Rate (DDR) RAM, RAMBUS Dynamic RAM (RDRAM),
Static RAM (SRAM), etc.), Read Only Memory (ROM),
Electrically Erasable Programmable ROM (EEPROM),
flash memory, etc. Suitable processor-readable media
may also include transmission media such as electrical,
electromagnetic, or digital signals, conveyed via a com-
munication medium such as a network and/or a wireless
link.
[0024] In operation, when a message is received at the
communication device 610 from the radio 630, the proc-
essor 611 sends control signals to the display unit 620
causing the display unit 620 to display a message icon
representing the received message. In particular, the
control signals cause the display unit 620 to display the
message icon on a flight progress indicator based on
when the message was received in relation to the char-
acteristic measured by the sensor 650, as discussed
above. Additionally, when a message is sent from the
communication device 610, the processor 611 sends
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control signals to the display unit 620 to display a mes-
sage icon representing the sent message on the flight
progress indicator based on the characteristic measured
by the sensor 650 when the message was sent, as dis-
cussed above.
[0025] In addition, as discussed above, a user can se-
lect a message icon using the user input device 640. For
example, the user can select a message icon for review
of a summary or for opening a response dialog, as dis-
cussed above. Based on the user input, the processor
611 provides control signals to the display unit to display
the corresponding information. For example, in one em-
bodiment, when a message is selected by hovering a
pointer over a message icon, the processor 611 causes
the display unit 620 to highlight related messages and/or
provide a summary box with a summary of the message
content. The summary of the message content is com-
puted by the processor 611 based on the message con-
tent in the corresponding message. Hence, system 600
is configured to provide the graphical representation of
messages as discussed above with respect to Figures
1-5.
[0026] Although specific embodiments have been il-
lustrated and described herein, it will be appreciated by
those of ordinary skill in the art that any arrangement,
which can achieve the same purpose, may be substituted
for the specific embodiments shown. Therefore, it is man-
ifestly intended that this invention be limited only by the
claims and the equivalents thereof.

Claims

1. A graphical in-flight message representation system
comprising:

a sensor (650) configured to measure a charac-
teristic of a flight of an aircraft;
a communication device (610) configured to
send and receive in-flight messages, wherein
an in-flight message is a message communicat-
ed during the flight of the aircraft; and
a display unit (620) configured to display a
graphical flight progress indicator and one or
more message icons, each of the one or more
message icons corresponding to a respective
in-flight message;
wherein the graphical flight progress indicator
(101, 201, 315) is representative of the charac-
teristic of the flight measured by the sensor; and
wherein each of the one or more message icons
(111-117, 205, 321-329) are displayed in loca-
tion relative to the graphical flight progress indi-
cator based on the measured characteristic of
the flight when the respective in-flight message
was communicated.

2. The graphical in-flight message representation sys-

tem of claim 1, wherein the display is further config-
ured to modify a property of at least one of the one
or message icons to represent meta-information as-
sociated with the respective in-flight message,
wherein meta-information is information other than
the content of the in-flight message.

3. The graphical in-flight message representation sys-
tem of claim 2, wherein the meta-information in-
cludes at least one of message type, message
meaning, response type, message status, message
origin, message relationship, dialog type, message
priority, response status, uplink indication, or down-
link indication.

4. The graphical in-flight message representation sys-
tem of claim 2, wherein the modified property of the
message icon includes at least one of color, shape,
size, text, shading, font, font size, border size, or
border color.

5. The graphical in-flight message representation sys-
tem of claim 1, wherein the display unit is configured
to display a response dialog when one of the one or
more message icons is selected, wherein the re-
sponse dialog for the selected message icon pro-
vides a user with options to respond to the in-flight
message associated with the selected message icon
from within the response dialog.

6. The graphical in-flight message representation sys-
tem of claim 1, wherein the display unit (620) is con-
figured to display a selectable message filter, where-
in the selectable message filter provides options
from which a user selects messages to view in mes-
sage icon form.

7. A method of graphically representing in-flight mes-
sages, the method comprising:

receiving at least one in-flight message;
overlaying a message icon for each respective
in-flight message over a flight progress indicator
(401), wherein the message icon for each re-
spective in-flight message is positioned accord-
ing to when and/or where the respective in-flight
message was received or sent; and
displaying meta-information associated with
each respective in-flight message (403), where-
in the meta-information is information about the
respective in-flight message other than the con-
tent of the respective in-flight message itself.

8. The method of claim 12, further comprising,
opening the at least one in-flight message when in-
dicated by user input via the response dialog or the
message icon (503).
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9. A program product comprising a processor-readable
medium on which program instructions are embod-
ied, wherein the program instructions are configured,
when executed by at least one programmable proc-
essor, to cause the at least one programmable proc-
essor to:

output commands to a display unit (620) to dis-
play a graphical flight progress indicator, the
flight progress indicator representative of a char-
acteristic of a flight of an aircraft;
analyze an in-flight message to determine when
the in-flight message was communicated in re-
lation to the characteristic of the flight of the air-
craft; and
output commands to the display unit (620) to
display a message icon indicative of the in-flight
message, wherein the message icon is overlaid
on the flight progress indicator according to
when the respective in-flight message was com-
municated in relation to the characteristic of the
flight.

10. The program product of claim 16, wherein the pro-
gram instructions are further configured to cause the
at least one programmable processor to:

output commands to the display unit (620) to
modify at least one property of the message icon
to represent meta-information associated with
the in-flight message, wherein meta-information
is information other than the content of the in-
flight message itself.
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